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Abstract: Overall, this chapter presents the book’s core argument: 
African American religion’s response to social inequalities is best 
described as a symbiotic relationship between socio-political 
activism and spiritual restoration. After a brief discussion of how 
African American religious traditions have been traditionally 
categorized, this chapter uncovers a system of categorization that 
views traditions along either political or spiritual lines. The chapter 
goes on to show how underappreciated religions like African 
American Spiritual Churches have, since the early twentieth 
century, resisted a bipolar mode of categorization by exercising a 
“politico-spiritual” approach to injustice. The chapter closes with 
the plan of the book. 
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Introduction 
Protest or accommodation: political 
engagement in African American religion 
The Negro church has played a memorable role in the cultural 
development of the Negro race in the United States…. Our early 
church leaders did not limit their activities to spiritual redemption. 
They were equally concerned with the economic salvation of their 
people. They fought in and out of church for the observance of the 
political tenants for which sacrifice in blood was made by the 
founders of this republic. 
— Arna Bontemps from The Negro in Illinois (2013) 
There is such perfect union between the spiritual quest for 
awareness, enlightenment, self-realization, and the struggle of 
oppressed people, colonized people to change our circumstance, to 
resist – to move from object to subject. 
— bell hooks from Yearning (2015) 
Alabama served as a major front line during the Civil Rights Movement of the 
1950s and 1960s. Even though several civil rights victories were achieved as 
a result of protests carried out in the state, the racial climate remained 
unfavorable for African Americans living in a post-Civil Rights Movement 
Alabama. Consequently, growing up in Mobile, Alabama in the 1980s, I was 
constantly reminded that I was a “black girl.” However, as an adult I have 
formulated a more complex, dynamical notion of selfhood that counters the 
racist and sexist intentionality of being called a “black girl” throughout my 
childhood. Thus, my embodied experience of the seemingly inescapable 
interconnectedness between social categories of race and gender has informed 
my analytical approach to African American religion. This integrative view 
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involves looking for what I call, “and-both” realities, which are often 
expressed in a variety of ways in African American religious traditions. 
Poet and novelist Arna Bontemps and cultural critic bell hooks offer a 
similarly integrative approach to religion in the opening excerpts. Bontemps 
acknowledges the definitive role that the Negro church has played in the 
political and spiritual life of the Negro race, while hooks highlights the union 
between spiritual growth and political resistance of marginalized individuals. 
Both thinkers express the inextricable relationship between religion, political 
activism, and spiritual transformation by complicating a bipolar model of 
religious functionality, which is characterized as either a political stance or an 
apolitical orientation. In the same vein, this book argues that at the core of 
African American religion’s response to social inequalities has been a 
symbiotic relationship between political activism and spiritual transformation, 
which I present as a politico-spiritual approach to injustice. Drawing on 
archival material and ethnographic fieldwork with African American Spiritual 
Churches in New Orleans, this book aims to present a politico-spiritual model 
that has been overlooked due to the categorization of African American 
religious traditions as either politically or spiritually oriented. 
Caught between two polar realities: African American religion 
functionality 
How has religion functioned in the historical narrative of African Americans 
in the United States? Scholars have attempted to grapple with this very 
question by examining the role that African American religion has played in 
political activism. Historians Vincent Harding and Barbara Savage have 
considered how religion has informed the “Great Tradition of Black Protest” 
and continues to play a vital role in the “central paradox in African American 
political history.”1 Scholars R. Drew Smith, Emilie Townes, Desiree 
Pedescleaux, and Anthony Pinn, who represent the disciplines of church 
studies, ethics, political science, and religion respectively, have conducted 
examinations of African American churches’ involvement in public policy, 
including matters of reproductive rights, urban school reform, and economic 
and environmental amendments.2 These analyses vary, but there is an 
underlying commonality that conjoins these efforts: each study is concerned 
with how African American churches have participated in political activism. 
In this way, the function of African American religion is directly correlated 
with political involvement. 
The interchangeable, and often reciprocal, relationship with political 
activity creates a bipolar understanding of how African American religion has 
functioned. Religion has either aided African Americans in their fight against 
social injustices, or it has created a passive posture towards political struggle. 
To put it another way, African American religion leads to “accommodation” 
or “resistance.” In Black Religion and Black Radicalism, Gayraud Wilmore 
Introduction 
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conceptualizes “black” religion in relationship to its radical heads-on 
engagement with social inequalities. Consequently, rebellion becomes the 
primary marker of black religion, which includes both Christian and non-
Christian traditions. Such an approach creates an opposing way of viewing 
African American religion by default. Wilmore acknowledges the formulation 
of a bipolar understanding of African American religion when he states that 
“black religion fluctuates between moods of protest and accommodation.”3 
Along this same line, historian of religion Albert Raboteau views these stances 
as “two poles of behavior” that resulted in the accommodating inaction and 
rebellious action of slaves.4 Raboteau establishes a relationship between slave 
religion and these two stances in a way that religion is understood as a function 
of accommodation or resistance. In all fairness, Raboteau attempts to 
complicate each pole. For instance, rebellion is multifaceted and expresses 
itself as collective resistance or as a personal act of defiance. Accommodation 
may result from an emphasis on otherworldliness; nevertheless, according to 
Raboteau, this view cannot be simply understood as apolitical escapism for it 
is through the lens of otherworldliness that slaves were able to construct 
notions of self-worth that anchored them as they dealt with the this-world 
reality of slavery. Wilmore also complicates the categories of protest and 
accommodation by maintaining that “protesting in the context of 
accommodating strategies, has contributed considerably to the ability of 
African American people to survive the worst forms of oppression and 
dehumanization.”5 Despite Raboteau and Wilmore’s efforts to complicate 
dualistic approaches to its function, African American religion still remains 
caught between the two polar realities of accommodation and resistance. 
Bilateral understandings of the role of African American religion were 
utilized to formulate specific classification systems. The primary aim of these 
typologies was to combat a monolithic conceptualization of African American 
religion. In their book African American Religion: Varieties of Protest and 
Accommodation, Hans Baer and Merrill Singer offer such a topology.6 Their 
classification system highlights the diverse religious traditions, including 
Christianity, Islam, and African derived religions, that compose African 
American religion. At the same time, the typology draws a connection 
between these various traditions by utilizing two organizing axes: “strategies 
of social action” and “attitudinal orientation.”7 Baer and Singer meticulously 
unpack both axes in their work. Here the use of social action as a means to 
classify African American religious traditions is of greater importance 
because this move is directly connected to the bipolar categorizations offered 
in Wilmore and Raboteau’s work. Aside from the fact that Baer and Singer 
include “protest” and “accommodation” in their subtitle, these are not just 
terms, rather they are orientations that are integrated into their typology of 
African American religion. What results is a four-category system 
characterized by each constituent religion’s participation in social action, 
which is presented as resistance against various modes of racial injustice. 
Introduction 
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Consequently, mainstream dominations and messianic-nationalist groups are 
considered politically active, and alternately, conversionist and thaumaturigal 
groups, composed respectively of Sanctified Churches and Spiritual 
Churches, are posited as otherworldly and individually oriented, expressing 
little or no concern with political activism of this-world. Baer and Singer’s 
typology is significant because it systematizes a variety of African American 
religious traditions. However, the use of social engagement as an organizing 
tool once again relegates these same traditions to the two poles of 
accommodation and resistance. 
Spiritual Churches and the creation of a third space 
Current scholarship has sought to offer a more nuanced view of African 
American religion that seeks to conjoin strands of accommodation and protest 
(i.e. political rebellion) without relegating religious traditions to one pole or 
the other.8 My book seeks to expand this treatment even more by challenging 
the conception that these two functional modes are contradictory. Instead, it 
argues that at the core of African American religion’s response to social 
inequalities is a symbiotic relationship between spiritual transformation and 
political activism, or what others have labeled as accommodation and protest. 
These two types of action are interdependent, and they represent a 
“collaborative entanglement.”9 In other words, even a quick glance at the way 
that religion has functioned in the lives of individuals reveals how the various 
traditions that make up African American religion have contributed to both 
the political and spiritual lives of these same individuals. An in-depth analysis 
provides evidence that this type of politico-spiritual model has been operative 
in African American religion since the early twentieth century. Thus, this book 
traces the development of this blended approach to injustice from the 
beginning of the twentieth century through the opening decade of the twenty-
first century, the 1900s through the early 2000s. While attempting to map this 
politico-spiritual approach over such a large historical period seems like an 
insurmountable task, a case study analysis of an African American religious 
tradition that has displayed a commitment to the spiritual and political lives 
of its parishioners during this period increases the attainability of this book’s 
overall objective: to show the presence of a third space that takes into 
consideration spiritual transformation and social reform. 
African American Spiritual Churches, particularly those located in New 
Orleans, serve as an invaluable resource to an examination of a politico-
spiritual approach to reform because they have been concerned, from their 
very inception, with socio-political activism and spiritual transformation. 
Scholarly treatments of New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches have provided 
information about their complex belief system, which combines elements of 
Catholicism, Protestantism, Spiritualism, Voodoo (derivative of Haitian 
Vodou), and Hoodoo, and their dynamic ritual practices mainly concerning 
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healing.10 However, these works have not considered how these churches used 
their doctrinal and ritual systems to address political inequalities and to 
transform (i.e. restore) conditions of spiritual fragmentation. Since 1920, 
Spiritual Churches have orchestrated many social initiatives to address 
poverty, homelessness, and gender inequality in New Orleans. These same 
churches also have employed diverse doctrines of wholeness and healing 
rituals to attend to the spiritual needs of both their adherents and community 
members at-large. This symbiotic approach is a hallmark of African American 
Spiritual Churches that has been underappreciated in African American 
religious studies. 
Layout of the book 
The chapters of this book offer a historical analysis of the intricate interplay 
between social activism and spiritual transformation presented as a politico-
spiritual model. Chapter 1 establishes a direct correlation between the 
establishment of New Orleans’ first Spiritualist Church (Eternal Life Christian 
Spiritualist Church) in 1920 and the origin of a politico-spiritual approach to 
social injustice. The chapter considers social and spiritual initiatives that were 
orchestrated by Mother Leafy Anderson (founder of Eternal Life Christian 
Spiritualist Church) and carried out through the Eternal Life Christian 
Spiritualist Church. Attention will be given to Mother Anderson’s 
implementation of a program of economic development and of an organized 
doctrine of prophecy and healing meant to provide economic stability and 
spiritual wholeness to marginalized persons living in New Orleans. 
Chapter 2 traces the rapid expansion of the politico-spiritual approach to 
social injustice initiated by Mother Leafy Anderson. This chapter focuses 
particularly on the activities of Mother Catherine Seal, one of Mother 
Anderson’s mentees and the founder of the House of Innocent Blood (also 
known as the Manger). The Manger served as a shelter for abandoned babies, 
orphaned children, pregnant women and girls, and other persons suffering 
from infectious diseases. Additionally, Mother Catherine used the Manger to 
advance a mode of interracialism meant to challenge oppressive structures of 
racism, sexism, and ageism. In this way, the Manger became a home for 
socially ostracized persons and a place of empowerment for those who were 
deemed powerless during the late 1920s and 1930s in Jim Crow New Orleans. 
Intertwined with these socio-political initiatives was Mother Catherine’s 
nationally renowned healing ministry that attracted hundreds weekly to the 
Manger. 
Chapter 3 examines how Spiritual Churches’ symbiotic approach towards 
the political and spiritual lives of their parishioners morphed during the 
tumultuous decades of the 1930s to 1950s. Spiritual leaders would use their 
healing enterprises to address the social, political, physical, emotional, and 
spiritual needs of people in New Orleans. On the one hand, healing served a 
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political function for it offered modes of resistance, transformation, and 
empowerment. Petitioning individuals, with the guidance of the healer, took 
control of their fractured state by confronting their illnesses head-on. As will 
be shown, this posture of resistance was also utilized in the petitioners’ 
engagement with their everyday realities of racism and poverty. On the other 
hand, healing played a significant role in the spiritual well-being of 
individuals. In healing rituals, individuals connect with entities from the spirit 
world in a variety of ways in order to bring about a restoration of their 
physical, social, and spiritual states. The dual function of healing, albeit in a 
different form, represents an extension of a symbiotic approach to reform 
initiated by Mother Anderson. 
Chapter 4 focuses on how institutional changes in New Orleans’ Spiritual 
Churches during the 1940s led to discriminatory policies that directly affected 
female members. While the first three chapters of this book focus on external 
social constructs of oppression like those of racism and poverty, this chapter 
captures an introspective turn in which members began to address intragroup 
oppressive structures. Specifically, this chapter unpacks the various ways 
Spiritual women challenged the growing tide of discrimination in the church 
during the 1940s and throughout the 1980s. Ultimately, what will be shown is 
how African American women used systematic ranking, ritual practices, and 
preaching to deconstruct intragroup injustice and to construct outlets of 
empowerment for disenfranchised women in Spiritual Churches and women 
in New Orleans generally. It is important to note here that a nomenclature shift 
happened during this same time period. The “Spiritualist” designation used to 
describe the early churches was replaced with the preferred title of “Spiritual.” 
Hence, while Chapters 1 through 3 use the former terminology, Chapter 4 and 
the proceeding chapters will use the latter designation of “Spiritual Churches.” 
Chapter 5 begins with a brief overview of how Spiritual Churches continued 
to meet the social and spiritual needs of people living in New Orleans in the 
late 1980s to 1990s. However, the majority of this chapter concentrates on 
how the devastating effects of Hurricane Katrina impacted Spiritual Churches. 
Special emphasis is placed on the variety of ways that post-Katrina Spiritual 
Churches responded to multi-variant strands of injustice that affected certain 
populations of people. In the early 1900s as well as now, spiritual people 
employ public and private rituals to promote spiritual restoration and to 
construct complex notions of selfhood. Thus, their understanding of 
themselves as complex individuals empowers them to combat the 
stereotypical images of African Americans living in post-Katrina New 
Orleans. This view of self also provides them with the necessary endurance to 
remain in a city that views them as hindrances to the development of a “new” 
New Orleans. Ultimately, what Spiritual Churches offer individuals are 
various ways to combat social inequalities through spiritual development and 
identity construction. Such usage signifies the continuation of a politico-
spiritual model that may have begun with Mother Anderson’s ministry in the 
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early 1920s but remains just as viable in post-Katrina New Orleans Spiritual 
Churches. 
In its entirety, Spiritual and Social Transformation in African American 
Spiritual Churches is a response to the classification of African American 
religion solely along lines of political involvement. It provides another way 
of examining how African American religion functions in the everyday 
realities of individuals. Functionality is not simply reduced to contradictory 
notions of political and apolitical orientations. Instead, African American 
Spiritual Churches are employed as a lens to underscore a relationship 
between political activism and spiritual transformation that is not based on 
contradiction but on symbiosis. These churches were not only concerned with 
resisting systemic injustices but were equally concerned about the spiritual 
welfare of their adherents. This duality of concern is not unique to Spiritual 
Churches. In varying degrees, this politico-spiritual approach finds expression 
in a variety of traditions that are categorized as African American religion. 
Sometimes this politico-spiritual model is explicitly expressed in a tradition. 
Other times, this blended paradigm undergoes repression. In her work on 
black textuality, literary critique Claudia Tate states, “If we persist in 
reductively defining black subjectivity as political agency, we will continue to 
overlook  the force of desire in black texts [that has been silenced]”.11 
Analyses of African American religion based on political activism results in 
the same type of silencing of the complex ways that traditions in this canon 
have functioned. African American religion, as the following chapters 
illustrate, has and continues to meet both the socio-political and the spiritual 
needs of African Americans. 
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Abstract: Chapter 1 establishes a direct correlation between the 
establishment of New Orleans’ first Spiritualist Church in 1920 
and the origin of a politico-spiritual approach to social injustice. 
The chapter considers social and spiritual initiatives that were 
orchestrated by Mother Leafy Anderson (founder of Eternal Life 
Christian Spiritualist Church) and carried out through her church. 
Attention is given to Mother Anderson’s implementation of a 
program of economic development and of an organized doctrine of 
prophecy and healing meant to provide economic stability and 
spiritual wholeness to marginalized persons living in New Orleans. 
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1 
Setting the agenda 
Social activism in New Orleans’ first 
Spiritualist Church 
Last week, at the close of the national meeting of Christian 
Spiritualists, in Eternal Life Church No. 12, 2719 Amelia Street, 
Rev. L. Anderson, president, a drama was presented, “The Life of 
Mrs. Leafy Anderson – Mortal and Immortal,” in three parts – The 
Woman, the Medium, and the Mother. 
— Excerpt from Louisiana Weekly article (1926) 
Mother Anderson’s funeral was one of the largest funerals I’ve ever 
seen. Mothers had their babies in their arms, shoeless boys and gum 
chewing girls, both white and black men in overalls and tidy dress 
suits and people of all descriptions marched side by side in the 
funeral procession. Prejudice and segregation were put aside on 
this occasion. 
— Mrs. Gertrude Geddes Willis, “Interview from WPA Collection” (n.d.) 
Funerals, on the one hand, symbolize a moment of finality as one’s physicality 
ceases to exist. On the other hand, they represent continuity through the 
collective efforts of those who gather to honor the life and legacy of the 
deceased. Such was the case with the funeral of Mother Leafy Anderson. It 
was an event in which New Orleanians from diverse social backgrounds 
gathered to celebrate the multidimensional personhood of Mother Anderson. 
They came to celebrate her as a woman who blurred lines of distinction 
between mortality and immortality through both her Mediumship practices 
and her matriarchal orientation towards marginalized individuals living in 
New Orleans. 
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Mother Anderson’s multidimensionality in relation to her popularity has 
been treated in African American religious studies.1 However, the way in 
which she used both her Mediumship and matriarchal orientation to promote 
a particular approach to social injustice has not received the same type of 
consideration. This chapter acts as a corrective to this in that it seeks to 
illustrate how Mother Anderson utilized Spiritualism to advance a politico-
spiritual mode of activism that addressed the socio-political and spiritual 
needs of individuals living in New Orleans during the 1920s. The pages that 
follow, then, capture how Mother Anderson used her church, Eternal Life 
Christian Spiritualist Church (Eternal Life), to engage in social activism by 
developing programs that provided economic stability for some marginalized 
people in New Orleans. This same ecclesiastical space simultaneously 
functioned as a spiritual refuge, where individuals were instructed on spiritual 
development or healed through ritual performances that sought to restore their 
physical, mental, and/or spiritual dimensions back to states of wholeness. In 
this way, Eternal Life served as an originating point for a blended form of 
activism, one that intricately conjoined socio-political activism to spiritually 
orchestrated acts of restoration. 
Chicagoan Spiritualism and Mother Leafy Anderson 
Mother Anderson’s Spiritualist activities in New Orleans evolved out of the 
larger context of the Spiritualist Movement in Chicago. In 1870, Emma 
Hardinge Britten published a massive volume that chronicled the first twenty 
years of Modern American Spiritualism.2 Here, Spiritualism is defined as the 
science, philosophy, and religion of continuous life after death, as 
demonstrated through various forms of spirit communication. The movement, 
by the time of Britten’s book, had expanded from its humble beginnings in 
Hydesville, New York, where Katherine and Margaretta Fox first heard the 
raps of a disembodied spirit inhabiting their small farm house, to other 
geographical regions in the United States as well as international countries 
like Canada and England. While Britten spends a considerable amount of 
energy recording Spiritualist activities in New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and 
Louisiana, she pays little attention to Illinois, a move that marginalizes the 
vibrant presence of Spiritualism in cities like Chicago. 
Rapping mediums could be found in Chicago by 1849, only one year after 
the Hydesville occurrence. By the late 1850s, Ira B. Eddy had formed a 
Spiritualist society (later known as the First Society of Spiritualists). 
Furthermore, public lectures on the subject of Spiritualism were attended by 
hundreds of interested Chicagoans, and at least fifteen mediums were 
officially registered in the city. The 1860s and 1870s ushered in a new era of 
Spiritualist activity in Chicago. In 1865, a group of Spiritualists started The 
Religio-Philosophical Journal, a weekly newspaper dedicated to spiritual 
philosophy. It is important to note that this paper was an official member of 
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the Chicago Publisher’s Association. These two decades also saw an increase 
in public and private displays of spirit demonstrations through mediumistic 
practices of a growing group of mediums whose expertise ranged from 
spiritual healings to psychometry. All of these activities would culminate in 
1893 when a delegate convention of Spiritualists met in Chicago with the 
“purpose of organizing a National Association of permanent character and the 
selection of a National Executive committee with subcommittees on all 
important subjects relative to Spiritualism.”3 This body became known as the 
National Spiritualist Association of America. Chicagoan Spiritualism, by the 
first two decades of the twentieth century, had undergone another era of 
expansion in the following ways: (1) the formation of several Spiritualist 
Churches like Beacon Light Spiritual Church, Christian Progressive Spiritual 
Church, First Church of Higher Spiritualism, and Universal Spiritual Church; 
(2) a steady increase in the number of private spiritual circles, small gatherings 
that convened either in residential parlors or public halls whose purpose 
involved personal readings and spirit demonstrations; and (3) the presence of 
approximately five hundred mediums operating in the city of Chicago alone.4 
A historical trajectory of the Spiritualist Movement from the late 1840s 
through the 1920s can be pieced together using books on the history of 
Chicago, secular newspapers, and Spiritualist journals. This narrative, while 
it captures the Spiritualist activities of men and women of European descent, 
fails to include the participation of African Americans, particularly women, in 
the Spiritualist Movement of Chicago.5 Little is known about the participation 
of African Africans in Chicagoan Spiritualism prior to 1900.6 However, this 
would change in the latter part of the first decade of the twentieth century. The 
Chicago Defender, an African American Chicago newspaper started in 1905 
by Robert S. Abbott, began to run stories about Spiritualism. This coverage 
included publishing details about séances. One article in particular discussed 
an investigation conducted by scientists from Columbia University of a 
famous medium named Paladino.7 Other articles provide information about 
spirit communication. For instance, one reporter describes a communication 
he received while sitting in a séance as one characterized by both “new-
fangled spelling” and the sophistication of the discipleship of “Artemus 
Ward.”8 These articles are important to consider because they highlight the 
growing interest in Spiritualism by an African American readership. 
Additionally, they draw attention to, particularly with the second example, the 
presence of African American mediums in Chicago. African American 
mediums like Mrs. Delia Hopkins “Mother” Hedgepath, by 1910, were 
“recognized as authorities of Spiritualism” and were respected by “people 
from every walk of life.”9 By 1913, Spiritualism was becoming such a hot 
topic among African Americans in Chicago that sermons could be heard in 
African American non-spiritual churches like Wayman Chapel A.M.E. 
Church and Quinn Chapel A.M.E. Church that addressed specific discourses 
of Spiritualism.10 Reverend H. E. Street of the latter ecclesiastical body 
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summed up Spiritualism in one word, “nonsense.”11 He, along with many 
other faith community leaders, maintained that Spiritualism’s tenet of 
communicating with the dead was simply a hoax, created and propagated by 
mediums to make money. In addition to sermons that addressed Spiritualism, 
articles published in the Chicago Defender admonished African Americans to 
stay clear of this religion, for as one of the authors stated, “Our people are 
superstitious enough without dabbing in that [Spiritualism]; the practical side 
of life will mean much more to us just at present.”12 Despite this warning, 
interest in Spiritualism continued to grow among African Americans, many of 
whom would go on to establish Spiritualist Churches in the city. 
In 1915, the first African American Spiritualist Church was formed in 
Chicago. The Spiritualist Church of Redemption of Souls, under the 
leadership of Reverend Mattie Thurman, held two Sunday services at 2953 
Croveland Avenue. These services were relocated to Johnson’s Hall (located 
at 3518 State Street) due to the growing number of attendees. Reverend 
Thurman maintained that this growth was due to the result of Spiritualism’s 
“magnetic attraction,” a religion, which, in her words, “fills an aching void 
that other denominations seem powerless to reach.” For Spiritualism, she 
continued, “brings home to both saint and sinner unmistakable evidences of 
the return of loved ones.”13 Services at Reverend Thurman’s church began 
with lectures on Spiritualism. The titles of these lectures included, but were 
not limited to, “Spiritual Demonstration,” “Spirit Return,” “Building on 
Spiritualism,” “Wisdom of Spirits,” and “Spiritualism as the Future Religion.” 
Each service ended with demonstrations of spirit communication. Mrs. Julia 
Johnson, who was recognized as the official medium of the church, gave 
readings to select individuals in the audience. A medium of independent voice, 
Mrs. Johnson was thought to receive communication by way of a spirit taking 
control of her voice box, so that the voice heard was that of the spirit not hers. 
Besides Mrs. Johnson, other African American mediums were allowed to give 
readings in the Spiritualist Church of Redemption of Souls. One such medium 
was Mother Leafy Anderson. A Chicago Defender article briefly described 
her activity during an evening service at the church. It reads, “Mrs. Thurman, 
the minister, assisted by Mrs. Anderson [Mother Anderson] and other 
mediums, gave important and interesting tests, leaving no doubt in the minds 
of the large audience present as to the truthfulness of spirit return.”14 This 
excerpt is important to briefly unpack for at least two reasons. First, it 
confirms the presence of multiple African American mediums operating in 
Chicago. While these mediums had their own residentially based enterprises, 
they collaboratively worked to promote the validity of both the survival of 
one’s spirit after death and the ability of said spirit to communicate with those 
in the temporal dimension. Second, the quote provides concrete evidence of 
Mother Anderson’s involvement with Spiritualism in Chicago. 
Prior to 1920, Mother Anderson, like many other mediums in the city, held 
meetings in her private residential space. For as one spiritualist stated, “There 
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were so many Spiritualists in Chicago that they don’t have no big churches, 
[instead they] hold meetings in the house.”15 Documentation concerning these 
residential spiritualist meetings is scarce. Thus, it is difficult to pinpoint an 
exact date when Mother Anderson started her first church, Eternal Life 
Christian Spiritualist Church, in Chicago because most of her early activity 
occurred in her home. What is known is that Mother Anderson had officially 
established her church by the time she began taking scouting trips to New 
Orleans in 1919. In a Works Progress Administration (WPA) interview, a 
woman by the name of Mary Johnson discussed Mother Anderson’s travel 
between Chicago and New Orleans.16 She confirmed that Mother Anderson 
had formed her first church in Chicago called the Eternal Life Christian 
Spiritualist Church. Johnson also maintained that Mother Anderson was a bit 
hesitant about staring a church in New Orleans because people had warned 
her about the possibility of police harassment. During this time, Ordinance 
13347 was still operative in New Orleans. This city law “prohibited 
fortunetelling, predicting future events, and the phases of mediumship, 
clairvoyance, etc.”17 Mother Anderson’s concern was that her Spiritualist 
Church could be seen as a violation of the city’s ordinance. Despite her 
hesitation, she moved to New Orleans with the hope of establishing the city’s 
first African American Spiritualist Church. 
Birth of Eternal Life Christian Spiritualist Church 
There has been much debate surrounding the exact date that Mother Anderson 
moved to the Crescent City.18 It is generally agreed upon that she began 
holding services at the Longshoreman Hall in 1920. These services were held 
on Sunday, Monday, and Thursday nights. Additional services were conducted 
at Cooperative Hall (the same place where Louis Armstrong played with the 
Kid Ory Band on Monday nights) on Fridays at 8:00 p.m. and at her private 
residence located at 1932 Melpomene Street near the intersection of St. 
Charles Avenue. While these latter two locations drew those interested in 
Spiritualism, it was the Longshoreman Hall location that boasted hundreds of 
attendees three nights a week. Mother Dora Tyson, a student of Mother 
Anderson’s and the founder of Eternal Love Christian Faith No. 1 (2123 Clio 
Street), described the early interconnection that Mother Anderson established 
with those interested in the teachings of Spiritualism. She states, “It was there 
at Longshoreman’s Hall on Jackson Avenue [th]at the people saw Mother 
Anderson do some great w[o]rk; she had to w[o]rk because you know how 
these people in New Orleans is. [Th]ey think everything is a fake.”19 She goes 
on to say, “Well Mother Anderson made them think different; she cured the 
sick and they started to following Mother, yes sir.”20 Mother Tyson draws a 
direct correlation between Mother Anderson’s ability to heal and her 
popularity; however, Mother Anderson’s appeal transcended her ability to 
heal. Hundreds of New Orleanians were captivated by her Spiritualist 
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teachings, which included the survival of the human personality after physical 
death, fundamental principles regarding spirit return, and the utilization of 
Mediumship to offer prophesy (these practices will be unpacked later in this 
chapter). 
In response to her growing following, Mother Anderson, while still meeting 
in Longshoreman Hall, submitted an Articles of Incorporation for her new 
congregation that she called the Eternal Life Christian Spiritualist Church 
(Eternal Life). On October 25, 1920, Mother Anderson’s church received its 
charter. Many of her early followers described how difficult it was for Mother 
Anderson, an African American woman, to secure a state charter in the early 
1920s. One account explains how she secured incorporation status by citing 
the Lord’s Prayer over representatives responsible for processing her 
application. Another maintains that her relentless presence at city hall 
conjoined with good legal representation were the reasons why she was 
eventually granted a charter. Despite these difficulties, Eternal Life was 
formally incorporated in 1920 by the state of Louisiana for the following 
purpose:  
To teach and demonstrate the true doctrine of Christian Spiritualism, to 
buy, own or sell said property, both real or personal, as is necessary for 
the transaction of business … to receive donations and bequests of all 
kinds, both real and personal; to donate, help, giving and helping the 
needy and deserving.21  
There are two points worth noting regarding the purposes of Eternal Life 
outlined in Articles II and VI of the charter. First, the primary function of the 
church was to disseminate Christian Spiritualism. Mother Anderson 
deliberately interconnected Christianity and Spiritualism, as this expedited the 
legal process in a state whose religious identity was primarily based on 
Christianity. Furthermore, blending these two faiths allowed her to promote a 
politics of respectability among New Orleans’ African Americans who 
practiced Christianity; yet, this respectability was not gained by marginalizing 
followers of African diasporic religions like Voodoo and hoodoo. Second, 
Eternal Life, as a corporation, had the right to buy, own, and sell property in 
the state. Mother Anderson would use this power (as will be discussed in the 
next section) to promote an economic plan that would have significant social 
and political ramifications for African American communities in New 
Orleans. Now that Eternal Life was incorporated, Mother Anderson along 
with her four-member board of trustees (John Fornby, Mrs. H. Smith, James 
Cooper, and Mrs. Isabella Henderson) decided to move the church from the 
Longshoreman Hall to a permanent downtown location. 
Approximately one year after Eternal Life’s charter was issued, the board 
of trustees authorized Mother Anderson to sign an act of sale for the purchase 
of property (lot size approximately 6,307 square feet) located at 2719 Amelia 
Street. On March 21, 1921, an act of sale was formally drawn up. An extract 
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from the original document transcribed by WPA writer Catherine Dillon is 
worth quoting at length: 
Florville Whittaker appeared before John R. Upton, Notary Public, in 
N.O., Orleans Parish, La., and transferred to the Eternal Life Christian 
Spiritualist Church, a corporation organized under the laws of this State, 
domiciled in this city, represented by Mrs. Leafy Anderson, its president 
by virtue of a resolution of its Board of Directors … to purchase for itself, 
its successors and assigns, etc., a certain lot of ground, etc, in the 6th 
District, in square bounded by Louisiana Avenue, Magnolia, Clara and 
Delachaise Sts. (No. 21, Sq. 3) 30 x 143.11. $1100 terms.22 
Eternal Life, under the leadership of Mother Anderson, secured enough 
revenue to pay over one thousand dollars in cash for property located in an 
area now known as Uptown New Orleans. The African American population 
living in this area during the purchase year was less than twenty percent, a 
stark comparison to the adjacent Fifth and Seventh Wards whose population 
was respectively thirty and forty percent.23 Selling this property to a religious 
organization headed by an African American woman represented a reversal of 
a particular mode of residential segregation that relegated African Americans 
to low-lying, poorly drained areas in New Orleans proper, the Sixth Ward not 
being one such area. 
After successfully purchasing the 2719 Amelia Street property, Mother 
Anderson used the newly acquired lot as collateral to secure a loan from the 
Italian Homestead Association, which she would use to build a church on the 
newly purchased property. Not only did this association (a member of the 
Federal Home Loan Bank System) pay for the construction of Eternal Life, it 
also served as the mortgage company for the newly constructed church. A 
point worth making here is that the overall function of this association was to 
“provide opportunities for Italians in New Orleans to accumulate real estate, 
a major component in the economic success of Italians in the city.”24 This begs 
the question, how did Mother Anderson, an African American woman, secure 
financial backing from an organization concerned with providing 
opportunities for Italians? It would seem that representatives of the association 
were impressed with Mother Anderson’s intellectual abilities. Mr. Sporl, an 
early organizer of the Italian Homestead Association, commented that “she 
was well-educated, a woman who spoke fluently and was extremely smart.”25 
Additionally, by 1921, Mother Anderson had amassed a large interracial 
following (which numbered in the hundreds) composed mainly of African 
Americans and Italians. This latter group represented the largest immigrant 
population in New Orleans, which probably helped Mother Anderson’s 
reputation with the Italian Homestead Association. 
On April 17, 1921, the cornerstone of Eternal Life was laid in a formal 
ceremony, which was announced in New Orleans’ Times-Picayune.26 The 
exact date of completion is not known; however, an advertisement printed in 
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the same local newspaper confirms that the actual structure of Eternal Life 
was in place by October 1921.27 The newly constructed church was a two-
story building composed of brick and wood (Figure 1.1). 
[Insert Figure 1.1 Here] 
 
Figure 1.1 Advertisement of Eternal Life Christian Spiritualist Church with a picture 
of Mother Leafy Anderson, 1926, from Louisiana Weekly 
The sanctuary was located on the first floor along with an adjoining room 
that served as Mother Anderson’s living quarters. While her residence served 
as the location for her private consultations, the sanctuary was the nucleus of 
the church. It was in the sanctuary that Mother Anderson conducted services 
three nights a week. On Sundays she held two services: one at 6:00 a.m. and 
the other at 7:30 p.m. Each service began with a greeting from Mother 
Anderson followed by the singing of select hymns, such as “I Will Guide 
Thee,” “When We Sing Around the Throne Eternal,” “Jerusalem My Happy 
Home,” and “When the Saints Go Marching In.” Accompanying these hymns 
was the Eternal Life six-piece swing band composed of New Orleans jazz 
musicians like Sam Robinson (althorn), Chris Kelly (trumpet), Sam Howard 
(banjo/violin), and “Slick” (piano).28 This band re-invented the sound of these 
traditional hymns by playing them in an up-tempo beat, a style that caused 
Mother Anderson to, in the words of one of her members, “swing as she 
preached.”29 The music cultivated a certain energy that Mother Anderson 
utilized to move into the “phenomena” portion of the service. During these 
readings, she, under the direction of her spirit guides, shared with people 
details about their pasts, presents, and futures. Discretion ruled this portion of 
the service, meaning that Mother Anderson refused to publicly share certain 
information. Consequently, she would recommend a private consultation with 
her. Each service ended with acts of healing where Mother Anderson would 
lay hands on individuals with the purpose of restoring their fractured physical, 
mental, spiritual, and/or emotional dimensions back to a state of wholeness. 
In totality, these acts of singing, preaching, prophesying, and healing that took 
place at Eternal Life represented some of Mother Anderson’s primary goals, 
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which according to Mother Tyson, “[were to] lift the eyes of the people; [to] 
open their eyes so [th]ey could see.”30 
Social activism through economic development 
The desire to bring sight to those attending Eternal Life transcended the 
ecclesiastical performance of certain acts like singing and preaching. Mother 
Anderson was even more concerned for the social welfare of marginalized 
individuals who were ostracized in New Orleans because of their race, 
ethnicity, gender, and/or socio-economic status. For example, though African 
Americans composed twenty-six percent of New Orleans’ total population, 
they were exceedingly poor. They were exploited laborers in a segregated 
New Orleans economy. Eugenia Lacarra, a Creole of color, paints a telling 
picture of the economic condition of African Americans in New Orleans 
during the 1920s and 1930s. In an interview with American studies scholar 
Arthé A. Anthony, she states: 
I stop to think sometimes, and I wonder how the poor colored people got 
along. You couldn’t work for the telephone company, you couldn’t drive 
a bus, you couldn’t work for the Public Service, so if you didn’t do menial 
labor, or housework, or learn to be a cigar maker, or you weren’t lucky 
enough to get an education to teach well, you were in very bad luck 
because these people had nothing to do. You see, they didn’t give the poor 
colored people jobs.31 
As such, these limited economic opportunities that were fueled by social 
categories of race and class undergirded Mother Anderson’s social work of in 
New Orleans. Specifically, she sought to address the social 
disenfranchisement of disempowered, marginalized individuals by 
implementing an ambitious program of economic development. As will be 
shown, this move by Mother Anderson represented a form of socio-political 
activism that would become a characterizing marker of African American 
Spiritual Churches. 
For Mother Anderson, economic stability was an essential precursor to 
social empowerment. According to her, this stability could be acquired by 
developing several avenues of revenue. Mother Anderson introduced a 
strategic economic plan to aid economically challenged persons residing in 
New Orleans. It is important to note that some local Italians and African 
Americans living in Southern and Mid-Western cities such as Houston and 
Chicago would also benefit from her economic program. Specifically, Mother 
Anderson’s plan outlined the following three ways that Spiritualist Churches 
could generate capital: (1) tuition-based educational courses, (2) remittance 
fees for incorporation status, and (3) income-based, private Mediumship 
consultations. Mother Anderson’s Eternal Life would serve as the pedagogical 
model, for it was already generating these three sources of revenue. 
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The first stream of revenue came in the form of a tuition-based course 
offered by Mother Anderson that she called developing class.32 Every Tuesday 
night for fifty weeks, students paid one dollar to learn about principles of 
Mediumship. Specifically, Mother Anderson taught them how to 
communicate with spirits and how to use these departed souls to heal and 
prophesy (i.e. reading one’s past, present, and future). The knowledge 
obtained in class went beyond just meeting the spiritual needs of individuals. 
Mother Anderson taught her class, as one of her students recalled, how to “do 
all kinds of things,” including “getting [poor] people jobs.”33 
She graduated her first class at the newly constructed Eternal Life in 1923. 
Mother Tyson, one of the graduates of this class, recalled that it numbered 
between seventy-five to eighty persons and included “prominent scholars” 
like “Beaulah Jones, L. Crosier, Lena Scovotto (white), Alice Mancuso 
(white), Bessie Johnson, Maggie Gallagher, Julia Lawson, Lloyd Thomas, and 
Freddie Small.”34 Each graduating student received a charter, costing an 
additional fifteen dollars). This document elevated individuals from students 
interested in Spiritualism to Mothers or Fathers of the Spiritualist faith. In this 
capacity, they not only had proven their ability to exercise various forms of 
Mediumship, but this new role meant that they were able to establish their 
own churches in the city. For example, members Mother Dora Tyson, Mother 
Lena Scovotto, Mother L. Crosier, and Father Lloyd Thomas would go on to 
open Eternal Love Christian Faith, First Sacred Heart Church, Church of 
Helping Hand and Spiritual Faith (also referred to as Helping Hand Christian 
Spiritualist Church), and Saint Paul Spiritualist Temple No. 1, respectively. 
Quite often, Mother Anderson provided her students with seed money to help 
build their own churches. For instance, Father Thomas candidly shared with  
federal writers Hazel Breaux and Robert McKinney how Mother Anderson 
“donated a large sum of money” so that he could open his church – a two 
hundred seat capacity space located in a predominately African American 
neighborhood known as “Zion City.”35 Her financial backing of Mother 
Scovotto resulted in the purchase of property at 1738 Amelia Street (Eternal 
Life was located on the same street), where First Sacred Heart Church would 
be constructed. These examples clearly illustrate that Mother Anderson re-
invested part of the tuition she collected from her students. Through these 
newly formed churches, Mother Anderson’s students offered their own 
tuition-based developing courses. These classes were a source of revenue for 
the instructors, but more than this, the instructors provided their students with 
the tools needed to create opportunities that yielded a level of economic 
security for many African Americans living in New Orleans’ impoverished 
communities during the 1920s. 
In addition to these developing courses, the collection of a remittance fee 
for incorporation status was the second component of Mother Anderson’s 
economic plan. By 1926, Mother Anderson had formed a systematic network 
of Spiritualist Churches that included over twenty churches (Table 1.1). 
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Table 1.1 Chartered members of the Eternal Life Christian Spiritualist Association, the first 
independent, interstate Spiritualist association established in New Orleans 
Spiritualist Church 
Location Founder 
Eternal Life Christian 
Spiritualist Church 
Chicago, IL Leafy Anderson 
Eternal Life Christian 
Spiritualist Church, 12 
New Orleans, LA Leafy Anderson 
Eternal Life Christian 
Spiritualist Church, 15 
Biloxi, MS Leafy Anderson 
Eternal Life Sunset 
Mission of Independence 
Height 
Houston, TX Mollie Henton 
First Sacred Heart Church New Orleans, LA Lena Scovotto 
St. Joseph Spiritualist 
Church 
New Orleans, LA R. A. Chapman 
Faith Mission New Orleans, LA Esma O’Connor 
Warren Temple No. 1 Chicago, IL Alberta Price Bennett 
Warren Temple No. 2 Marianna, AR Alberta Price Bennett 
Warren Temple No. 3 Memphis, TN Alberta Price Bennett 
Becking Light Church Chicago, IL E. G. P. Lancheart 
True Light Spiritualist 
Church 
Chicago, IL E. McCousins 
St. Anthony Church Little Rock, AR Magnolia Lee 
Minor Temple Pensacola, FL M. D. Minor 
Minor Temple Century, FL M. D. Minor 
Minor Temple Tallahassee, FL M. D. Minor 
Golden Leaf n/a Ella Henderson 
John Spiritual Mission Chicago, IL Mollie Lexy 
True Mission Spiritualist 
Church 
n/a Mollie Lexy 
Eternal Life Spiritualist 
Church of Bienville Street 
New Orleans n/a 
Revealing Rock Church  New Orleans Joseph Gonzales 
All of the Spiritualist Churches listed in Table 1.1 belonged to the Eternal 
Life Christian Spiritualist Association, the first national Spiritualist 
association established by an African American. It is worth noting here that 
African American women were responsible for establishing approximately 
three-fourths of the churches belonging to Mother Anderson’s association. 
Membership meant that each leader had paid for and received a charter from 
Mother Anderson once they completed her developing class. For churches 
established in other states like Mississippi, Texas, Arkansas, and Florida, this 
meant that their leaders were required to temporarily relocate to New Orleans 
to receive pedagogical training necessary to receive charters and to begin 
churches in their home states. The only exception was Illinois, for Mother 
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Anderson had already graduated students in Chicago before establishing 
Eternal Life in New Orleans. 
Each church, while it was a separate structural entity, represented a 
franchise operating under the license of Mother Anderson’s association. In 
this way, Mother Anderson presented the association as a franchisable 
organization – a “proven social enterprise model” that could be sold “to other 
not-for-profits to operate as their own business.”36 Thus, a church’s 
connection to the association secured their legitimacy in their local areas since 
their franchise was directly connected to the successful operation of Mother 
Anderson’s Eternal Life. Each franchise church was required to secure 
incorporation status in their respective areas. It is worth mentioning that 
Mother Anderson did not exclude her churches from this requirement. For 
instance, an abbreviated version of the Charter of Incorporation of Eternal Life 
Christian Spiritualist Church, 15 located in Biloxi was published in a 
Mississippi newspaper called The Daily Herald.37 Additionally, association 
members paid a yearly remittance fee to the association in order to keep their 
status as chartered members. This incorporation status ensured that each 
Spiritualist Church would be guaranteed financial assistance from the 
organization, primarily for the purchase of property to build new churches as 
well as maintenance of existing properties. Ergo, the relationship between the 
association and its members was one of financial reciprocity in which the 
church gave and the association re-invested into the chartered church. 
Moreover, members of the association were able to grant charters through 
their churches. Mother Mancuso, a member of Mother Anderson’s first 
graduating class, shared with WPA writer Hazel Breaux that “her classes are 
$5.00 down and $1.00 per week until ordained, then $25.00 for the charter.”38 
Monies collected from these charters not only paid the salary of the leader but 
also were used to invest in real estate, to maintain the church’s infrastructure, 
and to provide support for church-based social welfare programs. 
Ascertaining capital and investing said capital was yet another characterizing 
feature of Mother Anderson’s franchise model that was based on state and 
ecclesiastical articles of incorporation. 
Her franchise model also created opportunities for churches to secure 
economic gains through replication. The franchising of Spiritualist Churches 
“enabled mass replication, and thus, increased breadth of scale – geographical 
coverage – volume of clients; hence, the franchise model enhanced scalability; 
social and economic value creation through replication.”39 Therefore, the 
national growth of the Eternal Life association signaled development, and this 
increase in turn provided more opportunities for churches to gain capital. For 
example, the success of Warren Temple No. 1 in Chicago created a demand 
for tuition-based developing courses in Arkansas and Tennessee (Table 1.1). 
In response to this demand, Alberta Price Bennett opened Spiritualist 
Churches in these two locations. As a result, Bennett became a franchiser, as 
she used her church’s connection to the Eternal Life association to establish 
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new enterprises in the form of Warren Temple No. 2 and No. 3. All three of 
the Warren Temples provided opportunities for African American women, 
like Bennett, and other individuals to receive training, secure a charter, and 
earn income. These earnings, gained directly from developing courses and 
expansion via incorporation status, reinforced Mother Anderson’s philosophy 
on social disenfranchisement, which establishes a direct correlation between 
economic stability and socio-political equalization. 
Tuition-based courses and incorporation remittance fees represented viable 
sources of revenue, the third component of Mother Anderson’s economic plan. 
What’s more, they presented socially marginalized individuals like African 
American women with another means to earn money. Mother Anderson 
introduced an income-based system of Mediumship consultation. Charging 
individuals for such sessions has been a part of the American Spiritualist 
Movement from its on-set and still remains a vital part of a Spiritualist 
medium’s income. For instance, registered mediums at Lily Dale Assembly – 
an eighty-acre Spiritualist camp founded in 1906 in Chautauqua County, New 
York – currently charge between eighty dollars (for thirty minutes) and one 
hundred and fifty dollars (for one hour) for private readings.40 However, what 
distinguished Mother Anderson’s private sessions from those traditionally 
offered was that fees paid to her by clients were based solely on their income. 
WPA writer Robert McKinney described this system in a transcribed portion 
of an interview he conducted with Mother Dora Tyson. He writes: 
Mother Dora [maintains] that Mother Anderson helped the poor free of 
charge but made the rich pay for it [private consultation], stating that there 
were many white people who visited her regularly; among them were 
prominent lawyers, judges, doctors and other professional men. Almost 
all of them wanted to know about their future.41 
For Mother Anderson, all those interested in private sessions were welcome. 
However, those who were financially able to pay would do so at a price (up to 
fifty dollars per session). Charging higher fees for those with the economic 
means to pay compensated for the free services that she offered to poorer 
residents of New Orleans. These one-on-one consultations involved more than 
just Mother Anderson forecasting one’s future. Instead, individuals paid 
money to consult with the spirits. These entities, in the words of one of Mother 
Anderson’s students, “couldn’t work for nothing.”42 Because of the sensitive 
nature of these private sessions, details concerning them are scarcely 
documented. Nevertheless, WPA writers’ ethnographic research with 
mediums trained by Mother Anderson provides an inside look at paid for 
Mediumship consultations. The following account describes a private reading 
conducted by Mother Lelia Crosier with an undercover federal writer: 
This morning I visited Mother Crosier and told her I was unemployed … 
I asked her if she could help me and she said yes. She asked me the name 
of the place where I worked, also my name both which she wrote down, 
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then she walked around the room several times and snapped her fingers 
… she walked around the room several times more snapping her fingers 
then she held out three candles wrapped in tissue paper and told me to 
touch them and make a wish I wanted…. [S]he then took me by the 
shoulders and turned me around three times to the right and three times to 
the left, at the same time saying “with this sign I will banish all evil which 
may at the moment be near,” then after that took two candles out of a 
drawer one blue and one green and told me to hold them while I wished 
for what I wanted, while I was holding the candles she snapped her fingers 
and shivered or shuttered several times then taking them back she told me 
I would get [a] job within two days.43 
In addition to identifying the reason for this session, the preceding description 
provides intimate details about the work of the medium. Mother Crosier snaps 
her figures to invoke or call forth the spirit(s) that would guide her activities 
during this reading. It was through finger snapping and rapping that the 
founders of modern American Spiritualism, Katherine and Margaretta Fox, 
communicated with the spirit of a peddler that was thought to inhabit their 
Hydesville farmhouse in 1848. Therefore, Mother Crosier’s use of this 
technique is in line with accepted Mediumship practices. Her spirit-guided 
actions include various body movements and the utilization of material culture 
in the form of candles – a practice that closely resembles New Orleans hoodoo 
practices.44 What is most significant about this session, though, is that it 
demonstrates the continuation of income-based Mediumship consultations, 
which Mother Anderson initiated. Specifically, Mother Crosier did not charge 
for the service because she took into consideration her client’s unemployment 
status. This is not to say that Mother Crosier would not be rewarded for her 
work: clients who were financially blessed as a result of the information they 
received from a reading were expected to bless the medium who was partly 
responsible for their favorable condition. 
Taken together, the three components of Mother Anderson’s economic plan 
clearly illustrate how she used the Spiritualist Church for the social 
empowerment of particular groups of people: economically challenged 
women generally and African American women particularly. It can be said 
that she accumulated a large sum of money from the very ones she sought to 
help; however, her economic plan was an example of social investment. 
Individuals, like those that started churches through her association, invested 
money, and this appropriation of capital yielded economic gains in the form 
of income from developing courses, remittance fees for charters, and private 
Mediumship consultations. These revenues of income afforded opportunities 
to African American women like Mothers Crosier and Tyson and Italian 
women such as Mothers Scovotto and Mancuso to generate a steady income. 
Additionally, Spiritualist women were able to amass additional economic 
security through real estate investment, which included church and personal 
properties. For example, Mother Anderson owned five properties – Lot 21 
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located at 2719 Amelia in the Sixth District and Lots 11–13, 28, and 29 located 
in the Third District.45 This real estate was valued at around nine thousand 
dollars in 1927. Ultimately, what Mother Anderson offered was a way to 
combat social disenfranchisement through economic security. Her creation 
and implementation of a strategic economic program empowered 
marginalized individuals in New Orleans by offering them ways to capitalize 
on their spiritual gifts (e.g. Mediumship and healing abilities). 
Mother Anderson, while she promoted building personal wealth, also 
pushed those earning money through the Spiritualist Church to invest money 
back into the surrounding community. She believed that there was a direct 
relationship between economic stability and social responsibility. This 
thought is very much in line with current theories of social investment that 
assert “programs of economic development cannot really be successful 
without the resolution of social problems.”46 Thus, continuous economic 
development calls for alleviating social factors like homelessness, hunger, 
and/or poverty. Using capital earned through her church to address particular 
social conditions in New Orleans became one of Mother Anderson’s primary 
goals. Her guiding motto was “Helping One Another.”47 She believed 
individuals, like herself, gaining capital through Spiritualist means were 
responsible for the socio-economic welfare of those living in poverty. Mother 
Anderson established a Social Aid Club at her 2719 Amelia Street Church. 
The club was responsible for providing shelter, food, and clothing for the 
needy in the local communities surrounding the “mother church,” which 
included both the sixth and lower seventh districts. In addition to these 
services, Mother Anderson, according to those she trained, visited poor 
individuals that were sick and confined to public hospitals (e.g. Charity 
Hospital) free of charge. During these visits, she would perform rituals of 
spiritual healing by rubbing blessed oil into the skin of patients. On occasion 
she would also provide the infirm with consultation sessions in which she 
shared words of encouragement from the other side or spiritual world. 
On top of these local social services, Mother Anderson implemented 
initiatives that aided needy individuals residing in other Southern cities 
outside of New Orleans. Specifically, she coordinated several donation drives 
to aid communities in Mississippi that were devastated by what is known 
today as the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927. In April of that year, months of 
heavy rain led to the collapse of the levee system along the Mississippi River. 
Waters submerged over twenty thousand square miles and left thousands of 
people displaced. The government responded with deferential treatment based 
on race, particularly in Mississippi. In Greenville, “approximately 4000 
whites remained on second floors and in offices,” locations that had better 
access to food [and] even recreation.48 For African Americans, the situation 
was grim. Over four thousand African Americans were crammed into poorly 
ventilated “warehouses, oil mills, and stores.”49 Additionally, the government 
relegated over thirteen thousand African Americans to the levee where they 
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were under constant surveillance by the National Guard. These men were 
responsible for controlling every move of these dislocated African Americans. 
In response to the maltreatment of African Americans in Mississippi, 
Mother Anderson sent Alberta Price Bennett, Spiritualist leader and vice-
president of the Social Aid Club of Eternal Life, to the flood district in 
Mississippi. Based on her letters sent to Mother Anderson, the town of Lelia 
(a small town located outside of Vicksburg) was selected as an area that would 
receive support. Less than one month after the flood, Mother Anderson 
organized donation drives to gather supplies for the Mississippi flood victims. 
She urged Spiritualist leaders and members as well as friends of the movement 
to donate money, non-perishable items, and clothing that would be sent 
directly to African Americans living in camps at Lelia. Mother Anderson 
particularly admonished African Americans, specifically those who had 
benefitted from the Spiritualist Church movement in New Orleans, to take 
responsibility for those suffering in Mississippi. This sense of urgency finds 
expression in a speech that she delivered in a meeting at her Amelia Street 
church. Addressing the congregation, Mother Anderson states: 
We are still asking for aid of people of our race; we are asking them to 
answer the cries and prayers of the needy, who are now without homes, 
shelter, proper clothing, many of them without friends; they are our 
mothers, fathers, brethren and sisters. Ministers of God’s gospel have 
taught the Christ doctrine, “Love thy neighbor as thyself,” and “Do unto 
others as you wish they should do unto you.” We know neither the hour 
nor the moment when the distress cry will go up from us in this lowland 
of sorrow. Remember whites are caring for their people and if anything is 
left it is given to the Negroes. Pray now men, women, and children of our 
race. What are you doing for the distressed ones.50 
Her message is very clear: she urges New Orleanians of color, both Spiritualist 
and Christian, to take action by providing necessities for their displaced 
brothers and sisters in Mississippi. She maintains that it is through the efforts 
of African Americans, not whites or governmental agencies, that social 
injustices of aid distribution would be properly addressed. Her message was 
heard. The Louisiana Weekly immediately began to include in their coverage 
of the flood a list of contributors who had given donations to the Social Aid 
Club of Eternal Life. Additionally, the response to Mother Anderson’s call 
was so overwhelming that Mrs. Bennett sent a letter from Mississippi a week 
later thanking “the members and friends of the Eternal Life Church, as well as 
others, for cash, clothing, and food for the distressed in the camps.”51 
Even after her death in 1927, the social initiatives Mother Anderson started 
at Eternal Life would continue to thrive in other Spiritualist Churches in New 
Orleans. Interviews and ethnographic research from the Federal Writers’ 
Project of Louisiana further documented the social work of African American 
Spiritualist Churches from the 1930s through the early 1940s. For example, 
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Catherine Dillon provides a transcription of a newspaper article that features 
the social ministry of Mother Crosier, a student of Mother Anderson and 
founder of the Church of Helping Hand and Spiritual Faith. The article, in 
addition to announcing a tent meeting to be held at her church, mentions that 
Mother Crosier will hold “a great feast” free of cost every Tuesday from 
November 15, 1931, through December 15, 1931.52 Both the tent meeting and 
the feast were meant to nourish the soul and body of those in need. While 
Mother Crosier used her tent revivals to feed the poor, Mother Maude 
Shannon sent her congregation of Daniel Helping Hand Spiritual Church to 
identify the most impoverished areas of New Orleans. Her church would then 
distribute “about 40 blankets and 90 loaves of bread” to these areas each 
month. Mother Shannon’s mission was to provide basic necessities to the poor 
regardless of their race.53 This commitment to the social well being of 
economically disadvantaged individuals earned her praise from her peers in 
the Spiritualist community. A federal writer captured this admiration in an 
ordination service given at Mother Shannon’s church, in which a fellow 
Spiritualist leader states, “She [Mother Shannon] is always giving to the poor, 
and I mean poor were here to get it, and she not only gives the toys and the 
food, but she gets out and gets what’s to get it with.”54 These words not only 
clearly describe the hands-on approach taken by Mother Shannon to provide 
for those living in poverty, but they emphasize the importance of earning 
income in order to finance these social initiatives. This relationship between 
capital and social work once again points to a form of social entrepreneurship 
introduced by Mother Anderson. She specifically taught Spiritualist leaders 
how to apply business practices (in the form of tuition-based developing 
courses, incorporation fees, and income-based Mediumship consultations) to 
address social inequalities informed by categories of race, gender, and class. 
Meeting the spiritual needs of New Orleanians 
Economic and social programs introduced by Mother Anderson continued 
through the activities of early Spiritualists leaders who also saw the 
importance of providing basic necessities like food, shelter, and clothing to 
the poor in New Orleans. However, meeting these needs was not the only 
concern for these leaders. They were equally concerned about addressing the 
spiritual needs of people. Mother Anderson in particular would introduce and 
employ basic principles of Spiritualism to teach those interested leaders how 
to teach their parishioners as well as non-Spiritualist individuals how to 
develop their spirit. Mother Anderson presented the spirit as an incorporeal 
dimension of the individual that presents a direct reflection of one’s temporal 
dimension. Consequently, one’s condition on earth is a direct symbolic 
representation of the same individual’s spirit. For Mother Anderson, then, 
spiritual development was vital to the everyday earthly existence of a person. 
Weekly developing classes and public and private healing services became 
1 Setting the agenda 
Section 3 Page 45 of 202 
outlets in which Mother Anderson would address the spiritual needs of 
interested New Orleanians. 
While tuition-based developing courses played a vital role in her economic 
approach to social activism, they also served as a pedagogical space where 
Mother Anderson would advance a particular doctrine of spiritual 
development. First and foremost, she taught her students that spiritual 
development was a form of unfolding, a gradual process that causes an internal 
opening to occur within a person and places the individual in a position to 
receive divine understanding of one’s spiritual gifts.55 An initial and crucial 
step in this process is to identify one’s spirit guide. Spirit guides, according to 
Mother Anderson, are divinely authorized spirit mediators whose primary 
purpose involves meeting the spiritual needs – including but not limited to 
guidance, protection, and companionship – of receptive individuals. For that 
reason, establishing a relationship with one’s spirit guide is important because 
this divine agent is responsible for helping the individual in their unfolding 
process. When a person unfolds, a spirit guide should be present to correct 
various conditions. 
Mother Anderson frequently demonstrated this spirit-dependent process of 
unfolding by publicly engaging her own spirit guides in nightly services held 
at Eternal Life. Mother Tyson, an early follower of Mother Anderson, 
reflected on the public display of Mother Anderson’s guide known as Father 
Jones. She states,  
Mother Anderson wore a full dress suit on Father Jones’ night. This night 
was given to Father Jones because he was a great guiding spirit who 
controlled the other spirits. He appeared to Mother Anderson in full dress 
clothes one dark and dreary night and instructed her how to master all 
evil, promising to stick by her at all times.56  
It is worth mentioning here that Father Jones (also known as Mr. Jones) was 
also a well-known spirit among African American mediums practicing 
Spiritualism in Chicago.57 Father Jones served as a spirit control over Mother 
Anderson, dictating whether other spirits were allowed to manifest through 
her. He served in that capacity for her fellow Chicagoan Spiritualists as well. 
Due to her receptivity to this divine agent, he provided Mother Anderson with 
direction, protection, and most importantly, he showed her how to use her 
spiritual gifts to master evil. These returns, she maintained, were signs of the 
maturation (or unfolding) of her own spirit. To those attending services like 
Father Jones’ Night, Mother Anderson demonstrated many advantages that 
could be gained through an intimate relationship with one’s personal spirit 
guide. As a result of these public demonstrations, hundreds of people flocked 
to Eternal Life to witness the powerful display of spirits like Father Jones 
through the person of Mother Anderson, hoping that they too could one day 
experience the process of unfolding under the direction of their own spirit 
guide. 
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Mother Anderson’s teachings on spirit returning provided students in her 
developing classes with fundamental knowledge necessary to understand the 
particular role spirit guides play in spiritual development. Her teaching was 
threefold: first, spirits of departed humans are able to manifest themselves in 
the earthly realm. For instance, Father Jones took control of Mother Anderson 
at the 1926 annual conference of Eternal Life association.58 Father Jones, also 
known as the immortal Spirit and the great invisible teacher, presided over the 
opening prayer service and later in the week taught attendees about Spiritualist 
principles of Mediumship and prophesy. Second, spirits come in a variety of 
forms but mostly in the form of an inner voice. Father Jones made his first 
appearance to Mother Anderson as a materialized spirit dressed in a suit. 
Afterwards, Father Jones mostly appeared to her as a “theoretical spirit,” or a 
disembodied inner voice. Last but not least, Mother Anderson taught her 
students that an individual’s consciousness must be sensitive to the calling of 
a spirit whether it appears as a physical form or an audible, inner voice. 
Archbishop B. S. Johnson, a trainee under the founder of African American 
Spiritualist Churches in New Orleans, remembered Mother Anderson’s 
threefold teaching on spirit return. She claimed that Mother Anderson 
informed her students that the constant presence of the same inner voice 
represented the calling of one’s particular spirit guide. For those not as yet 
attuned to this voice, mediums like Mother Anderson played a key role in 
identifying spirit guides for interested individuals. For example, Archbishop 
Johnson recalled the moment in class when Mother Anderson revealed her 
spirit guide to her. “It was Leaf[y] Anderson,” she states, “that told me I was 
gifted, and that I was born under John the Revelator, a beautiful guide and 
teacher.”59 She continues, “I preach through him. He’s the one that saw Jesus 
as being the one who would loose the seals, and open up the Book of Life that 
we might have a right to eternal life.”60 This relationship between Archbishop 
Johnson and her guide, John the Revelator, endows her the might to preach, 
but also it is through constant communication with him that she is able to 
exercise her gift of prophecy. She maintains her gift by getting into the spirit. 
Through him, she can ascertain knowledge about an individual’s motive and 
their true essence. 
Archbishop Johnson’s spiritual companion, John the Revelator, represents 
one of the three categories of spirit guides that Mother Anderson introduced 
to her students.61 While some individuals have biblical guides, she asserted 
that others might have ancestral or Native American spirit guides. Ancestral 
guides include deceased maternal or paternal family members whose spirits 
have been assigned to guide a living descendent. Folklorist and anthropologist 
Zora Neale Hurston discusses one such spirit that goes by the name of “Spirit 
Uncle.” In an interview with Mother Price (Alberta Price Bennett), a 
Spiritualist leader who would take charge of Eternal Life after the death of 
Mother Anderson, this spirit is identified as her “deceased uncle who died on 
the battlefield [but returns] to attends to her altars.”62 Native American guides 
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include White Hawk and Black Hawk, two specific spirits introduced by 
Mother Anderson in her courses. She taught her students that White Hawk 
was the dominant spirit in Chicago, while Black Hawk was responsible for 
watching over the people of New Orleans. It is important to note here that 
Mother Anderson’s introduction of White Hawk and Black Hawk is in line 
with the orthodox cosmology of Modern American Spiritualism, for Native 
American spirit guides had been a part of the movement’s belief system for 
well over sixty years. For instance, the spirits of Red Jacket and War Eagle 
transmitted political messages to Leah Underhill, eldest sister of Katherine 
and Margaretta Fox, from the other side in 1862.63 The spirits of “Black Hawk, 
Osceola, and Red Jacket and other renowned braves [became] familiarly 
known as leaders of spirit bands at circles, where the most wonderful 
phenomena have been exhibited” during the decades leading up to the 
twentieth century.64 Finally, the spirit of Red Cloud became widely accepted 
in both national and international Spiritualist circles because of his constant 
manifestations in the séances of the renowned Estelle Roberts during the early 
1920s.65 Overall, the presence of these multiple categories points to the place 
of diversity in the canon of New Orleans Spiritualism. As one early New 
Orleans spiritualist maintains, “There are all kinds [spirit guides], white and 
colored.”66 
A Louisiana Weekly article covering a Spiritualist conference held at Eternal 
Life is one of the few existing documents that present the three categories of 
spirit guides Mother Anderson introduced. M. D. Minor writes: 
Sunday night, closing session, praise service, led by Mrs. Lux. Minutes 
read, received and passed and accepted; reports of staff, co-workers and 
field workers; collection taken up by Black Hawk, total $31.13; 
introducing the different spirit guides, by Rev. M. D. Minor, through Rev. 
L. Anderson: 1, control, Father Jones; 2, control, White Hawk; 3, Black 
Hawk; 4, control, Virgin Mary.67 
This excerpt captures the expansiveness of Mother Anderson’s Spiritualist 
network, for by 1926 her national Spiritualist association held weeklong 
annual meetings. More importantly, Minor’s account brings together a diverse 
group of spirits each representing a particular category. Mother Anderson, 
because she serves as the conduit for all four spirits, must be attended to 
throughout the demonstrations. Each spirit takes a turn controlling Mother 
Anderson; thus, the word “control” that appears in the article denotes the 
presence of another spirit. Furthermore, the numbers represent a hierarchical 
structure. Since Father Jones is Mother Anderson’s primary spirit guide, he 
determines whether other spirits will be allowed to manifest themselves 
through her body. The appearance of White Hawk and Black Hawk, spirit 
guides belonging to the Native American category, reflect the establishment 
of Spiritualist Churches by Mother Anderson. White Hawk’s appearance 
precedes Black Hawk’s because he is the spirit guide for followers in Chicago 
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– the location of Mother Anderson’s first Spiritualist Church (Eternal Life 
Spiritualist Church) before she relocated to New Orleans, the geographical 
territory under the control of Black Hawk. The spirit of Virgin Mary represents 
the biblical category. These manifestations were vital because they allowed 
Mother Anderson to publicly demonstrate teachings about spirit 
categorization in particular and spirit returning in general that she offered in 
her private classes at Eternal Life. 
Despite the diverse classification system offered by Mother Anderson, 
Black Hawk, who represents the spirit of the actual historic Sauk-Fox warrior 
who fought against the U.S. militia in 1832, became the most widely accepted 
and most visible spirit guide in early African American Spiritualist Churches 
in New Orleans. Black Hawk’s popularity will be explored in greater detail in 
Chapter 5. Mother Tyson described how Mother Anderson introduced Black 
Hawk to a group of her early followers: 
When Mother Anderson f[i]rst came down he[r]e she tol[d] us [a]bout 
Black Hawk. She tol[d] us that she wanted us to pray to him because he 
was a great saint for spiritualism only. [T]hat is he was a spiritualist saint. 
She called Black Hawk to a special counsel for us. I know cause I saw 
him. Yeah, Mother Anderson pointed him out to us and said, “That’s your 
saint children. Go to him for anything you want. He’ll never disappoint 
you.” Well, I was the f[i]rst one to go to him and I’m telling you he didn’t 
disappoint me.68 
From the on-set Mother Anderson positions Black Hawk in the cosmology of 
New Orleans Spiritualist Churches. Not only is he seen as a spirit 
characterized by exceptional holiness, but also “Saint Black Hawk,” as she 
candidly refers to him, possesses the power to assist those Spiritualists that 
call on him. Therefore, spirit guides like Black Hawk are actively involved in 
the everyday lives of receptive individuals: those who have acknowledged him 
as their spirit guide or persons who may petition him indirectly through a 
medium with an intimate relationship with the great Spiritualist saint. 
Spirit guides act, and it is the recognition of this ability that Mother 
Anderson maintained was a vital stage in the development of one’s spirit. In 
addition to showing students how to identify their spirit guides, Mother 
Anderson taught them how to work these same spirits. Here, work involves 
the individual invoking the spirit into action. Rituals of invocation may 
involve verbal petitions, manipulation of material culture, and/or knocking on 
objects like tables or altars. Specifically, Mother Anderson taught her 
followers how to work spirit guides like Black Hawk. According to her, Black 
Hawk was a fierce protector, and if invoked in the correct manner, would 
provide protection for his devotees. Federal writer Hazel Breaux witnessed 
this particular attribute of Black Hawk in a service held at a Spiritualist Church 
started by Mother Alice Mancuso, a graduate of Mother Anderson’s first 
developing class. Breaux described how Mother Mancuso petitioned the spirit 
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of Black Hawk immediately after entering the sanctuary. Mother Mancuso 
shouted that “there’s an evil spirit here, but he ain’t going to get me.” She also 
declared, “Come on Black Hawk, do your stuff! Somebody want to put an evil 
spirit on me but I’m too strong.”69 Here, she calls her spirit guide, Black 
Hawk. She is not asking for physical protection; instead, she seeks protection 
from any vulnerability of her spirit that may be susceptible to evil forces. What 
is interesting here is that belief in Black Hawk endows her with the strength 
to engage in spiritual warfare with evil forces in her church. 
Beyond protection, Mother Anderson also taught her students, particularly 
those with the gift of Mediumship, how to employ the spirit of Black Hawk 
in practical matters. Corrine Williams, a Spiritualist who received the teaching 
of Mother Anderson through Mother Tyson, maintained that Black Hawk gave 
her a job when she was unemployed. For six months she unsuccessfully 
looked for a job in New Orleans. After receiving advice from a friend, she 
visited Mother Tyson’s church. Through Mother Tyson’s mediumship, 
Williams discovered that Black Hawk was her spirit guide. Williams was 
instructed to perform a particular ritual meant to invoke his spirit. After 
performing this ritual for three weeks, the spirit of Black Hawk showed 
himself one night. She asserted that “he bent over my bed and whispered in 
my ear, ‘child, I done found you work.’”70 The next day she was approached 
by a “white woman” that offered her a job making twelve dollars a week. Her 
experience with Black Hawk was a catalyst for Williams’ conversion to 
Spiritualism. More than this, she presented this relationship with Black Hawk 
as an everlasting one, for she stated that “I’ll never forg[e]t him as long as I 
live [because] he is still doing good favors for me.”71 
Williams’ narrative captures the type of spiritual growth that Mother 
Anderson promoted in her developing classes. Guided by Mother Tyson, one 
of Mother Anderson’s students, Williams was introduced to her spirit guide 
and learned how to utilize this newly established relationship to meet her 
practical needs. Employment is a secular need, particularly for a poor African 
American woman living in New Orleans during the 1920s and 1930s; 
however, Mother Anderson, as attested to in her social initiatives, saw a direct 
connection between one’s temporality and spiritual life. In order for Williams 
to achieve a particular level of spiritual growth, her secular needs had to be 
met. This utilization of Black Hawk’s intercessor power in everyday matters 
is evident even decades after Mother Anderson’s death. Bishop Edmonia 
Caldwell, the niece of Mother Anderson, candidly discussed the work of 
Black Hawk in New Orleans: 
He came to my aunt in Chicago … he told her to go and heal the people. 
She healed through Black Hawk. I have healed through Black Hawk…. 
But you have to use him right. You can’t ask him to harm [anybody]. He’ll 
help you, as a guide and protection. People going to jail, he’ll help you. 
But I’ve never known him to do [any] dirty work. Only good things come 
to me [through him]. He will give you a blessing.72 
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Here, Bishop Caldwell highlights the relationship between Mother Anderson 
and Black Hawk, and how this intimate connection in turn played a vital role 
in the introduction of Black Hawk into the cosmology of New Orleans 
Spiritualism. Moreover, she discusses the variety of ways that the spirit of 
Black Hawk operates in the everyday realities of individuals, from providing 
protection to releasing captives from jail. In short, nothing is too mundane for 
him. But one must always remember that it is through Black Hawk that these 
things happen. Additionally, the words of Bishop Caldwell capture the vital 
role that Black Hawk plays in healing. Bishop Caldwell maintains that she 
heals through Black Hawk, but what is more important is that the founder of 
African American Spiritualist Churches in New Orleans, Mother Anderson, 
healed through this same Native American spirit guide. 
Mother Anderson, in addition to using her developing course to disseminate 
teachings on the identification and utilization of spirit guides to obtain 
spiritual growth and temporal necessities, exerted a considerable amount of 
energy on her healing enterprise. This enterprise was split into two 
components. The first part involved Mother Anderson disseminating a 
specific discourse of healing in her developing class. She presented healing as 
a restorative process that involved bringing an individual’s fractured condition 
back to a state of wholeness. A person’s physical, mental, spiritual, and/or 
emotional dimensions could be subject to various states of brokenness at any 
given time. Mother Anderson used her classes to train her students, 
particularly those that she identified as possessing this restorative gift, how to 
heal these conditions of brokenness. She taught her students a specific 
technique of healing that involved blessed water and the laying on hands. 
Water served a dual function in this technique. Its purifying properties 
cleansed the inflicted person, while its transmittable property functioned as an 
outlet for entities of the spirit world to enter into spaces of temporality. One 
of her students, Father Thomas, remembered these pedagogical 
demonstrations of healing. He maintains that “Mother Anderson healed with 
holy water and her bare hands; she sprinkled the holy water on the sick person 
and stroked the ailing spot up and down, saying, ‘free this person from the evil 
that’s troubling him.’”73 Besides demonstrating this particular healing method, 
Mother Anderson identified the source responsible for the fractured state, or 
pain, of the individual. According to her, forces of wickedness were 
responsible for various illnesses. She believed that it was her duty to purge 
individuals of this evil, not by her own power, but by that of her primary spirit 
guide, Father Jones, who promised that he would show her how to master all 
evil. This mode of intersectionality between the medium, spirit forces, and 
healing is a form of “spiritual healing” where “the hands of the medium are 
placed upon the physical body; curative energy from the spirit world passes 
through the medium’s body and out of the hands to heal the illness or disease 
affecting the person’s body.”74 Thus, Mother Anderson is only the conduit. 
Spirit guides like Father Jones and Black Hawk (whose healings will be 
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considered momentarily) are responsible for the actual healing. Or, as one 
student of Mother Anderson so eloquently put it, “Mediums have access to the 
spirit world, [but] the healing hand … [belongs] to the divine spirit force.”75 
The act of spiritual healing, then, is a form of Mediumship. 
Mother Anderson’s healing enterprise, in addition to being characterized by 
a specific discourse of healing that was disseminated through her class, 
contained a second component: private and public healing rituals. Private 
healings were held either in a petitioner’s home or at Eternal Life in a room 
just off the sanctuary. Early Spiritualist leaders who worked directly with 
Mother Anderson remarked on these private demonstrations of healings in 
interviews with federal writers. Father Thomas remembered witnessing how 
sick individuals would enter into the private space of Mother Anderson but 
would come out well.76 Mother Crosier shared with one writer the details of 
one such healing that involved her sick child. She explained,  
I told her [Mother Anderson] that my baby was burning with fever. She 
took the child and held it in her arms, close to her breast and prayed. Do 
you know when she put the baby back in my arms it didn’t have a drop of 
fever, and got well right away.77  
Here, Mother Anderson’s petitioning of her spirit guide through prayer 
resulted in, according to Mother Crosier, the healing of her child. Mother 
Anderson’s followers maintained that Mediumship represented one of the 
many tools used in her private healings. Still, these private performances 
possessed a degree of mystery because, in the words of Father Thomas, “only 
those who were cured knows how Mother Anderson performed in the private 
healings.”78 
Unlike Mother Anderson’s private healings, those who attended services at 
Eternal Life witnessed her public curative demonstrations. Each service at 
Eternal Life ended with healings. Some of these healings involved the 
sprinkling of blessed water on the bodies of afflicted individuals. Following 
this, Mother Anderson laid her hands directly onto the bodies of these same 
persons. Sometimes her hand remained in a fixed position, while at other times 
she rubbed the specific areas that had been identified by the person as the 
source of illness. Quite often, these public healings involved Mother Anderson 
simply praying over individuals. Since Mother Anderson was a Spiritualist, 
prayer for her represented a petitioning of her spirit guides (like Father Jones 
and Black Hawk) to direct the healing performance. A particular instance of 
this spirit directed healing finds expression in the words of a woman who was 
not a member of Eternal Life but frequently attended the church: 
I remember a woman who had been a drunkard all of her days. She just 
couldn’t do without booze. Her sister was a good member of Mother 
Anderson’s church. She told Mother Anderson about this woman. Mother 
told her to bring her sister to her church that she would take care of her…. 
Low and behold, one Sunday bright and early the woman came to church 
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and went all through the services. When Mother Anderson finished she 
asked the woman to get up and express herself what she thought about the 
services. The woman got up and cried. Mother Anderson told her to sit 
down. The woman did and Mother Anderson prayed over her. She said, 
“My Lord, here is a good woman that’s been following a man. She’s been 
doing things because a man wants her to do them. She’s got a good heart. 
All she wants is to be brought to you. And for the first time she’s being 
brought to you…. Make her a good woman and let her come to me and 
I’ll take care of her.” I’m telling you that this woman was at the church 
every time the door [was] opened. She became a co-worker and [started] 
to heal after that.79 
Here, the individual to be healed does not petition the service of Mother 
Anderson. Rather, the request comes from a member of Eternal Life who is 
concerned about the welfare of her sister. The woman shared with Mother 
Anderson how alcohol functioned in the everyday reality of her sister. In 
response to her member’s concern, Mother Anderson instructed the member 
to bring her sister to the Sunday morning service held at 6 a.m. This service, 
like every other one held at Eternal Life, ended with healing demonstrations, 
and it was at this time that Mother Anderson called forth the woman to be 
healed. Mother Anderson prayed over her. While she petitions “the Lord” in 
this prayer, it is important to note that Mother Anderson is calling forth her 
primary spirit guide, Father Jones, who was her great guiding spirit. She used 
Christian language solely to establish a connection with this woman in 
particular and the audience in general, for she understood and recognized that 
Christianity was indeed the dominant religion in New Orleans. Mother 
Anderson petitioned Father Jones in particular to heal this “good” woman of 
alcoholism. What is interesting in the preceding testimony is that Mother 
Anderson viewed alcoholism as an illness, a controlling disease so severe that 
this woman was unable to refrain from the everyday consumption of alcohol. 
Thus, alcoholism, as a disease, must be eradicated through spiritual healing. 
The encounter ends with the interviewee stating that not only did the woman 
stop drinking, but she became a follower of Mother Anderson and eventually 
began to serve as a Spiritualist healer in New Orleans. 
Meeting the spiritual needs of individuals through public healing became a 
hallmark in New Orleans Spiritual Churches. Much like the woman healed of 
alcoholism, followers of Mother Anderson would continue to heal individuals 
after her death in 1927. Father Thomas and his twenty-four trained co-workers 
offered healings at St. Paul Spiritualist Church throughout the 1930s. Healing 
demonstrations included prayer, laying on hands, and rubbing the body with 
blessed oil. These methods were used to heal the blind and lame, conditions 
that petitioners who sought Father Thomas declared, “doctors could not 
help.”80 Mother Tyson also performed public healing demonstrations at 
Eternal Love Christian Faith No. 1. Much like Mother Anderson, she used her 
bare hands to heal the sick. Curative powers accessed through the spirit of 
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Black Hawk allowed her to, in her words, “cure people that doctors at Charity 
Hospital had given up on.”81 For according to Mother Tyson, those who could 
not find answers at the only public hospital in New Orleans came to her 
looking for answers. She insisted that these clients may have entered into her 
church in a sickened state, but they were “turned loose” cured.82 Along with 
Father Thomas and Mother Tyson, other followers of Mother Anderson, such 
as Mother Crosier, Mother Mancuso, and Mother Scovotto, would go on to 
heal individuals that sought their services throughout the late 1930s. Even 
more important, these Spiritualists continued a particular legacy put into place 
by Mother Anderson. This legacy included meeting the spiritual needs of New 
Orleanians, by way of private and public healing, without negating the 
importance of the temporal needs of people, which she addressed through the 
establishment and implementation of a strategic program of economic 
development. Taken together, these efforts highlight the presence of a politico-
spiritual approach to social injustice – one that represents a symbiotic 
relationship between social activism and spiritual restoration. In the end, this 
approach may have begun with the activities of Mother Anderson but would 
continue to flourish through the activities of other Spiritualist leaders like 
Mother Catherine Seal, a prominent Spiritualist healer whose ministry will be 
considered in the next chapter. 
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Abstract: Chapter 2 traces the rapid expansion of the politico-
spiritual approach initiated by Mother Anderson. This chapter 
focuses particularly on the activities of Mother Catherine Seal, one 
of Mother Anderson’s mentees and the founder of the House of 
Innocent Blood (also known as the Manger). The Manger served as 
a shelter for abandoned babies, orphaned children, pregnant 
women and girls, and other persons suffering from infectious 
diseases. Additionally, Mother Catherine used the Manger to 
advance a mode of interracialism meant to challenge oppressive 
structures of racism, sexism, and ageism. Overall, the chapter 
highlights how the Manger became a home for socially ostracized 
persons and a place of empowerment for those who were deemed 
powerless during the late 1920s and 1930s in Jim Crow New 
Orleans. 
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2 
Mother to the motherless 
Mother Catherine Seal’s Manger for the 
homeless 
Undaunted by the inclemency of the weather, several thousands of 
staunch and devoted followers of Mother Catherine, journeyed to 
the final resting place of the woman who was the founder of the 
second largest cult in America. 
— Excerpt from Louisiana Weekly article (1930) 
As I sat down again I began to marvel that a middle-aged colored 
cook, through faith alone, had been able to build in eight years such 
a group of structures, and implicitly to impose her leadership upon 
over a thousand followers, some of whom were white. 
— Edward Laroque Tinker, The North American Review (1930) 
Who was Mother Catherine Seal? At first glance, the opening excerpts only 
identify her race and profession, an African American and a cook. Upon closer 
examination, one finds that these words also recognize her as a monumental 
leader who was responsible for creating one of the largest American religious 
organizations of the early twentieth century. Mother Catherine’s achievement 
was such an amazing feat that it prompted admiration from white writers like 
Edward Tinker and attracted an interracial following of thousands. This 
inquiry into Mother Catherine’s character is vital to consider, but an even more 
engaging question also comes to mind: why did so many people of different 
races, classes, genders, and even ages follow Mother Catherine? 
The scarce scholarship available on Mother Catherine maintains that her 
healing enterprise was the primary impetus behind her popularity in New 
Orleans.1 This chapter aims to complicate this parallelism between popularity 
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and spiritual or physical healing by examining the socio-political activism of 
Mother Catherine. Specifically, it illustrates that Mother Catherine’s 
popularity, while it may have been partially due to her healing abilities, was 
the result of multiple acts of social and political engagements carried out at a 
religious compound that she built from the ground up, known as the Manger. 
First, the Manger served as a homeless shelter for abandoned babies, orphaned 
children, pregnant women and girls, as well as those who had been socially 
ostracized due to infectious diseases like tuberculosis and cholera. As a 
residential compound, the Manger became the nucleus of Mother Catherine’s 
social mission. Second, Mother Catherine’s policy of universal acceptance of 
all mankind, regardless of race, resulted in an interracial following. Mother 
Catherine’s use of the Manger to empower individuals who were typically 
disempowered by racism, sexism, and ageism further exemplified the political 
implications of this mode of interracialism. Taken together, these acts, 
initiated and carried out by Mother Catherine, represent the continuation of a 
politico-spiritual approach to social inequalities by African American 
Spiritual Churches, which began with the work of Mother Leafy Anderson. 
Mother Catherine’s calling 
Mother Catherine Seal, born Nanny Cowans, was raised in Lexington, 
Kentucky by her father, Bill Cowans, and stepmother, Sue Cowans.2 Little is 
known about these Kentucky years. Despite the absence of available 
information on her formative years, it is certain that Mother Catherine arrived 
in New Orleans as the turn of the twentieth century. In an interview, Mother 
Catherine candidly described her experiences as a young woman living in the 
Crescent City, stating,  
Oh, I was pert when I was young. I joined all the churches, but none of 
[th]em used to like me, cause I used to teach them. I wasn’t studying 
[a]bout Sweet Jesus then; I belonged to the world.3  
Her words reveal two seemingly conflicting realities. On the one hand, Mother 
Catherine acknowledged that she was still participating in vices that were 
characteristic of belonging to the profane world. On the other hand, belonging 
to the world did not prohibit her from directly engaging in ecclesiastical 
matters, even to the point of challenging established church pedagogy. 
By 1920, she was working as a cook and living with her third husband, 
George Jenkins, at 2535 Jackson Avenue.4 The Jackson Avenue phase of 
Mother Catherine’s life (1920–1922) is significant for a couple of reasons. 
First, it was while she was living at Jackson Avenue that she first became 
involved with the African American Spiritualist Movement led by Mother 
Leafy Anderson. Mother Anderson, before erecting her first Spiritualist 
Church, held services at the Longshoreman’s Hall at 2059 Jackson Avenue, 
located less than five blocks away from Mother Catherine’s house. Beyond 
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this initial exposure to Spiritualism, Mother Catherine began taking 
developing classes with Mother Anderson at the newly constructed Eternal 
Life Christian Spiritualist Church. These classes provided her with a working 
knowledge of Mediumship, prophecy, and healing. However, her participation 
in Mother Anderson’s developing classes would soon come to an abrupt end. 
A fellow classmate recalled the reason behind her departure. She stated,  
Under Leaf Anderson we were supposed to wear white in class. But 
Catherine came into class one day wearing a middy blouse [loose fitting 
sailor type top] with a red collar, which was against the laws, and they 
had a little misunderstanding. Then Mother Catherine left Bishop 
Anderson.5 
This account provides some insight behind why Mother Catherine stopped 
attending Mother Anderson’s developing classes. Despite this schism over 
legal attire, Mother Catherine remained committed to specific Spiritualist 
tenets, such as Mediumship and spiritual healing, which were taught to her in 
developing classes. 
In addition to this engagement with Spiritualism, the Jackson Avenue 
chapter of Mother Catherine’s life has a second importance: it was there she 
received her spiritual calling. John Cudney, a Canadian healer the people of 
New Orleans called Brother Isaiah, “The Miracle Man,” is inextricably tied to 
Mother Catherine’s calling. In late 1919, Brother Isaiah docked his rickety 
houseboat in uptown New Orleans where Calhoun Street meets the 
Mississippi River levee. By March 1920, testimonies from wealthy uptowners 
(particularly those residing near Audubon Park) attesting to the healing ability 
of Brother Isaiah had not only spread throughout the city but also across 
southern interstate boundaries. His fame drew hundreds of people over the 
course of six weeks. “So great became the number,” a Los Angeles Times 
reporter noted, “that the American Red Cross had to erect tents on the river 
front to take care of them [the sick].”6 
Counted among this number was Mother Catherine. After she was severely 
beaten by her husband, she sought treatment from Brother Isaiah. When 
Mother Catherine finally stood face to face with Brother Isaiah, after hours of 
waiting among the sick, he turned her away because of her skin color. She 
offers a detail narration of this encounter in an article published in the New 
Orleans Item: 
Brother Isaiah – you remember the prophet, Brother Isaiah that used to 
heal folks out on the levee? – he come to town and I say maybe he will 
cure me. So I went to the levee one day. But he told me he wasn’t healing 
colored folks that day, and I was so sick I fainted. And when I come to, I 
knelt down, and I say, Sweet Jesus ain’t we a people? Ain’t you brought 
us out the house of bondage just like you brought the Israelites? And, I 
promised Sweet Jesus right then if he would teach me how to heal, I would 
heal everybody I don’t care what kind they are.7 
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Mother Catherine’s description of the event captures a contradictory socio-
political impulse driving Brother Isaiah’s healing enterprise. At times, his 
power to heal may have transcended social categories of class and race. 
Nevertheless, his own prejudices, which were only reified by a Jim Crow New 
Orleans, led him to reject quite often people of color like Mother Catherine. 
Interestingly, Brother Isaiah’s rejection caused her to raise a theodicean 
question that established a direct parallel between the bondage and liberation 
of biblical Israelites and African Americans. Just as sudden as the question 
arises, the answer follows when she petitions “Sweet Jesus” for the power to 
heal – an ability which she vows to administer to all regardless of their social 
position. 
Ultimately, the encounter with Brother Isaiah served as a precursor to her 
calling as a healer. Confined to her home on Jackson Avenue with partial 
paralysis to her lower extremities, Mother Catherine claimed that a spirit “told 
her to exercise her power to cure people by touching them with her finger, by 
blowing her breath into their faces, and by permitting them to touch the hem 
of her skirt.”8 Mother Catherine, through her communication with this spirit, 
learned that her petition made to “Sweet Jesus” near the boat of Brother Isaiah 
had indeed been heard. She has been endowed with the power to heal people. 
On-going communication between Mother Catherine and this spirit would 
reveal an additional dimension to her calling. While she was in an intense 
trance state, the spirit told her that Jesus’ true birthplace was New Orleans, not 
Bethlehem. Once she had recovered from her paralysis, she was, in her words, 
“led by a spirit to the very spot where the manger lay.”9 Accordingly, it was 
on a large tract of land located in what is now known as the lower Ninth Ward 
that she received a divine command to build a church and call it the Manger. 
In her constant communication with the spirit, she learned that the Manger, 
much like the symbolic “stable of Bethlehem,” would function primarily as a 
shelter for abandoned babies and socially ostracized pregnant women.10 But 
even more, it was to be a “specially prepared place in which the afflicted of 
the body and spirit may come, regardless of race or creed.”11 Armed with a 
divine command to build, Mother Catherine set her sight on a piece of land 
(roughly about the size of a city block) bounded by Rocheblave, Charbonnet, 
Lamanche, and Dorgnenois Streets. It was there that she would construct the 
Manger. Once it was completed, Mother Catherine used this space to provide 
spiritual healing for the sick and shelter for socially vulnerable individuals, 
such as homeless children and women, living in New Orleans. 
Building the Manger 
By the end of 1922, Mother Catherine had purchased land in the lower Ninth 
Ward using four thousand dollars in the form of donations from individuals 
who proclaimed that she had healed them. She enclosed this property with a 
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high fence and built a wooden chapel on it. A Times-Picayune reporter offers 
a thick description of the Manger: 
Out beyond St. Claude avenue, near the St. Barnard parish line, stands the 
holy tabernacle of the mystic sect…. Leaving the Dauphine street car at 
Caffin avenue, our visiting party walks towards St. Claude avenue, and 
continues beyond. We pass scattered homes…. Soon the white palisades 
enclosing the Manger are visible across the field. The paved street end 
and we walk across a grassy lot. The Manger comes into full view. Four 
high walls with the refuge house standing in the courtyard within. Above 
the edge of the high walls towers a cross, erected on the roof of the 
Manger. Over all waves a white flag, with the insignia “Manger” in red 
letters.12 
The Manger, as attested to by the reporter, was geographically separated from 
New Orleans proper. Located south of the Industrial Canal (which connects 
the Mississippi River to Lake Pontchartrain) in a scarcely populated marsh 
area, it was inaccessible by automobile. Therefore, those interested in seeking 
Mother Catherine had to park their car and walk across an enormous marsh 
lying between Florida Street and the Manger. This geographical isolation not 
only added to the mystical nature of Mother Catherine’s Manger, but this 
location possessed, in the words of WPA (Works Progress Administration) 
writer Edmund Burke, “a psychological aspect [in that] the time it takes to 
commute the distance … puts one in the perfect frame of mind for whatever 
might transpire.”13 
The Manger was more than a single church. It was a religious compound 
that covered multiple acres of land and consisted of a twenty-foot fence and a 
“refuge house” that functioned as a chapel and residential space for Mother 
Catherine. By 1927, Mother Catherine’s expansion efforts resulted in the 
renovation of the original chapel. At this time, the chapel included residential 
rooms and structures like the “Old Barn,” a red barn filled with hay and a crib, 
meant to symbolize the birthplace of Jesus. A huge tent with a three hundred-
seat capacity was erected next to the original chapel. Folklorist and 
anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston, in her ethnographic research conducted 
with Mother Catherine, provides an aesthetically rich depiction of the 
Manger’s chapel and tent that is worth quoting at length: 
One does not go straight into the tent, into the presence of Mother 
Catherine (Mother Seal). One is conducted into the chapel to pray until 
the spirit tells her to send for you. A place of barbaric splendor, of banners, 
of embroiderers, of images created by Mother Catherine herself; of an 
altar glittering with polished brass and kerosene lamps. There are 365 
lamps in this building, but not all are upon the main altar. The walls and 
ceilings are decorated throughout in red, white and blue. The ceiling and 
floor in the room of the Sacred Heart are striped in three colors and the 
walls are paneled. The panel contains a snake design. The African loves 
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to depict the grace of reptiles. It would take a volume to describe in detail 
all of the things in and about this chapel under the Greek cross. But we 
are summoned by [Mother Catherine to] the huge tent. On a raised 
platform is her bed, a piano, instruments for a ten-piece orchestra, a huge 
coffee urn, a wood stove, a heater, chairs and rockers and tables. Backless 
benches fill the tent.14 
Hurston confirms the infrastructural development of the Manger but not at the 
expense of describing the intricate details of its interior space. Specifically, 
she reveals the ways in which Mother Catherine is intimately involved in even 
the seemingly minute details of ornamentation. Finally, she highlights the 
multiple functions of the tent. It was a residential space for Mother Catherine, 
a sacred area for conducting one-on-one consultations, and a gathering place 
where spiritual healings were performed throughout the week. 
In addition to the chapel and tent, long wooden cabins were situated on the 
posterior side of the property. These structures served as residential spaces for 
Mother Catherine’s co-workers. Male residential members of the Manger 
were responsible for the upkeep of the property, while female co-workers 
assisted Mother Catherine in the day-to-day operation of the Manger. The 
cabins also housed those suffering from infectious diseases like tuberculosis. 
Creole socialite and New Orleans States columnist Natalie Scott recalled that 
Mother Catherine “always had several poor tubercular people (Negro and 
Italian) who she let live in the Manger free of charges and whom she feed.”15 
This provision of shelter and care for the sick, regardless of their race, is the 
actualization of the promise Mother Catherine gave to “Sweet Jesus” on the 
levee in exchange for healing power. Lastly, these cabins became the dwelling 
place for homeless people. They particularly acted as a sanctuary for young 
mothers that had been rejected by their families and New Orleans society. In 
this way, the Manger’s residential cabins became a safe place for “girls who 
had babies or were going to have babies who had no place to go.”16 
Taken together, the function of these cabins as part of the overall structure 
of the Manger is a concrete representation of the charge given to Mother 
Catherine by a spirit while she was living on Jackson Avenue. She was called 
to heal and to provide shelter for homeless women and children. Additionally, 
it was within the confines of the Manger that Mother Catherine attended to 
the spiritual and socio-economical needs of the people of New Orleans, 
particularly those who possessed the tenacity to make the “veritable trek” to 
the Manger.17 Mother Catherine’s Manger, then, in its very infrastructural 
form and purpose, captured a politico-spiritual impulse embedded in the social 
reform activities of African American Spiritualist Churches in New Orleans. 
Mother to the motherless 
The construction of Mother Catherine’s Manger could have not been timelier. 
During the 1920s, particular social conditions in New Orleans increased the 
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vulnerability of certain members of its population. These “vulnerable people 
were those who, due to reasons of age, gender, physical or mental state, or due 
to social, economic, ethnic and/or cultural circumstance, found it especially 
difficult to exercise their full rights.” [emphasis added]18 Children represented 
one such example of a vulnerable group that Mother Catherine sought to help. 
Before turning to specific examples of Mother Catherine’s social initiatives 
orchestrated to aid children, a brief sketch of specific social conditions in New 
Orleans that left this particular group vulnerable is offered here. 
New Orleans, due to its geographical location and its openness to mass 
immigration, was susceptible to various epidemics, which led to varying 
degrees of child vulnerability. Infectious diseases like cholera, leprosy, and 
tuberculosis ravaged parts of the city’s population. However, it was the yellow 
fever epidemic that left a mass number of children homeless. Between 1850 
and 1900, New Orleans experienced at least thirty yellow fever plagues. 
During the height of these epidemic periods, about four hundred people died 
each week.19 The epidemic disproportionately affected adults; thus, orphans 
and “half-orphans,” those with fathers but without mothers, composed a 
considerable percentage of New Orleans’ population. In response to the 
increase of orphans, Catholic parishes, Protestant denominations, and Jewish 
synagogues established orphan asylums. Relevant examples include, but are 
not limited to, St. Vincent Infant Asylum, Bethlehem Lutheran Orphan 
Asylum, and the Jewish Orphan Home.20 
While many ecclesiastically supported asylums cropped up throughout the 
city, the majority of them were racially exclusive. Systematic racism and 
institutionalized segregation fueled the denial of orphaned African American 
children. These children were the most vulnerable among the vulnerable. Free 
people of color in New Orleans responded to this systematic rejection by 
creating orphan aid organizations that provided financial resources to build 
orphanages for children of color. For instance, the National Freedman’s Relief 
Association and the Louisiana Association for the Benefit of Colored Orphans 
established the Jefferson City Asylum in 1863 and the Providence Asylum in 
1867, respectively.21 These orphanages provided housing for African 
American children. They also issued clothing and food to those families 
willing to take in an orphaned child. 
The Sisters of the Holy Family further expanded child welfare for orphaned 
African American children in New Orleans. In 1881, this African American 
order of nuns purchased a building in the French Quarter for their purpose, 
and a decade later, they established the St. John Berchmans’ Orphanage. 
Additionally, the Sisters started a school for African American girls called St. 
Mary’s Academy that is still in existence today. Here, young women received 
a formal secular education along with religious instruction that centered on 
moral conduct and respectability. Their efforts, which would continue into the 
opening decades of the twentieth century, reflected concerns for those 
orphaned children of color. Beyond that, the focus on education pointed to the 
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importance of equipping African American girls, many from destitute 
families, with skills they needed to navigate the rigid economic and social 
geographies of New Orleans. 
St. Mary’s Academy represented a shift in attention towards the specific 
vulnerability of young African American girls living in Jim Crow New 
Orleans during the early twentieth century. These young women, according to 
gender studies scholar LaKisha Michelle Simmons, were trapped between two 
oppositional social poles: sexualized and racialized violence and politics of 
respectability.22 On the one hand, white men insulted, harassed, physically 
abused, and sexually assaulted African American girls living in New Orleans. 
Ida B. Wells, in her seminal work on lynching entitled Southern Horrors, 
highlights various accounts of the lynching of African American men accused 
of raping white women, but points out that the countless rapes of innocent 
African American girls were ignored, simply because of the color of their 
skin.23 Jazz pioneer Louis Armstrong also affirms sexual violence on African 
American girls when he spoke about how “a white man lured his cousin Flora 
to his house and got her pregnant.”24 On the other hand, family members, 
teachers, and ecclesiastical leaders often subjected African American girls of 
New Orleans to rigid moral standards and politics of respectability. For 
instance, the nuns who operated child welfare institutions like St. Mary’s 
Academy and the House of the Good Shepherd (a segregated, residential 
rehabilitation center), disseminated such moral teachings. 
This explanation of the repercussions of the epidemics and the culture of 
racial-sexual violence in New Orleans provides context for a discussion of 
Mother Catherine’s work with vulnerable young children and adolescents. 
However, in order to really understand the full capacity of how her social work 
would transform the city of New Orleans from 1920 to 1930, one must 
consider two more vulnerable groups: infants and unborn babies. Infanticide, 
the intentional murder of an infant, seemed to be common place during the 
late nineteenth century and continued into the opening decades of the 
twentieth century. New Orleans newspapers like The Times-Picayune reported 
finding the bodies of infants throughout New Orleans as often as every three 
days. Additionally, the percentage of abortions also increased in New Orleans 
from forty-two in 1908 to two hundred and twenty in 1922.25 
The limited access to economic opportunities, which created an ethos in 
which families in general and single women in particular were unable to take 
care of children, could account for these numbers. For instance, hundreds of 
women in New Orleans were either subjected to service-oriented jobs or 
worked as prostitutes in the city’s legalized red light district known as 
Storyville. The increased percentage of abortions could be attributed to efforts 
to maintain a Victorian model of womanhood among certain classes in New 
Orleans. It is important to note that over “twenty percent of pregnancies 
among women of these classes were ended artificially by abortion.”26 
Additionally, the continuing and growing presence of Jim Crow laws could 
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provide an explanation for the rise in infanticides in New Orleans. The 1896 
ruling in the Plessy v. Ferguson case “led to the legal principle of separate but 
equal and facilitated myriad forms of racial segregation that would dominate 
life in the South for the next six decades.”27 Anxiety about birthing children 
into a world of race prejudice proposed a moral dilemma in the lives of 
African American women in New Orleans. African American literary figure 
Angelina Weld Grimké captures this anxiety in a fictional piece called “The 
Closing Door.” In this short story, a pregnant Agnes establishes an explicit 
correlation between African American womanhood and race politics in the 
United States. She states,  
I’m an instrument. That’s all – an instrument. Yes! – I! – I! – An 
instrument! – another of the many! a colored woman – doomed – cursed! 
– put here! – willing or unwilling! for what? – to bring children here – 
men children – for the sport – the lust – of possible orderly [lynch] mobs 
– who go about things – in an orderly fashion – on Sunday mornings!28  
Here, the protagonist embodies a conflicting sentiment felt among many 
African American women in New Orleans: birth a child into a Jim Crow 
system or deny the existence of that child through an act of infanticide. Some, 
much like Agnes, chose the latter. Taken together, the economical, social, and 
political landscape of New Orleans can be offered as means to explain why 
some women felt the need to turn to abortion and infanticide. More 
importantly, these resulting acts are vital to discuss because they represent the 
very nucleus of Mother Catherine’s social agenda. It was her mission to, in 
her words, “take care of women so they will keep their children.”29 
Mother Catherine’s call is worth repeating here because it emphasizes the 
overall role that children would play in her social initiatives. While she was 
living on Jackson Avenue, she was given a divine command to both heal and 
shelter. The Manger served as the place where she would carry out both of 
these objectives. It was there that she conducted healing services, but the 
Manger also acted as a shelter for homeless individuals, particularly orphaned 
children, pregnant women, and homeless women with children. 
The use of the Manger as a shelter for women and children has been 
documented in various ways. For example, in the 1930 United States Census 
Report, Mother Catherine is listed as the head of household at 2420 
Charbonnet Street (the primary address of the Manger property) along with 
fifteen occupants. Eleven of these occupants were women, while five out of 
the fifteen were children (ages two to fifteen). The youngest child listed is Sort 
Mayheir, a bi-racial female child born to a Puerto Rican father and an African 
American mother. This census record does not confirm if Sort’s biological 
mother is also living at the Manger. What is known, based on Mother 
Catherine’s will drawn up in 1929, is that she has adopted Sort.30 The 1930 
Census record is vital in establishing the residency of children at the Manger. 
However, the number is considerably lower than the actual number because 
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the report excluded those children living in portions of the compound facing 
Rocheblave, Lamanche, and Dorgnenois Streets and in the immediate area 
surrounding the compound. For example, fifteen-year-old Davinia Briar is 
listed as a border in the household of two of Mother Catherine’s followers that 
resided at 2436 Charbonnet Street. 
Census report documents only account for a fraction of children that were 
living at the Manger. Fortunately, newspaper articles and WPA archival 
documents offer a broader view of this group. What these sources provide 
specifically are at least three ways that the Manger functioned as a shelter for 
infants and children. First, the Manger, while it represented, according to 
Mother Catherine, the historical birthplace of Jesus, served as the birthplace 
of many children. Mother Catherine, in a 1927 interview with a Times-
Picayune reporter, describes one of the many births that took place at the 
Manger: 
All great Jehov[ah] God’s people prosper when they obey the Lord. That’s 
Isadore, that baby. He was born in the Inn by the Manger. That’s the room 
just off the congregation room in the church. Sweet Jesus was the first one 
born in the Manger, and this little Isadore was the second one. There 
wasn’t no room for Jesus in the inn, but there was room in this inn for 
Isadore. This girl Melodie, Isadore’s mother is one of my co-workers. She 
lusted for a man, so I married them; then [he] went off and left her, so I 
keeps Melodie and Isadore with me.31 
Isadore was born in the “Old Barn” section of the Manger, which, as was 
mentioned previously, was later added to the first church built on the property. 
According to Mother Catherine, the barn along with the hay crib adorning the 
interior represented the very spot where Jesus was born, as attested to in her 
trance experiences with a spirit on Jackson Avenue. Thus, it is no wonder that 
she establishes a correlation between the birth of “Sweet Jesus” (first birth) 
and that of Isadore (second birth). Even more interesting, she asserts that the 
birthing of children and providing for the needs of both the child and mother 
are divine commands. Consequently, following them would ensure the 
continued success of the Manger as a shelter. 
Isadore’s birth may have been the first birth recorded at the Manger during 
the second decade of the twentieth century, but it would surely not be the last. 
A WPA interview with a frequent visitor to the Manger attests to this 
frequency: 
She always had girls who had babies or were going to have babies, and 
had no place to go, or their husbands had left them. One day she showed 
me a baby that she had confined. No, Mother Catherine was not a mid-
wife. She lived so far that it was hard to get a doctor to come in time. That 
is why she had to confine that girl. That happened several times. Mother 
Catherine took care of the mother and the baby until they were able to 
care for themselves.32 
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Again, the Manger acts as the geographical birthplace and Mother Catherine 
serves as the midwife to babies born into varying circumstances (e.g. single 
motherhood, economic instability, and social ostracization). Sort Mayheir, 
two-year-old toddler listed in the 1930 Census, was one of the babies she 
delivered. Beyond confirming birth frequency, the excerpt also attests to the 
overall function of the Manger, which was to provide shelter for vulnerable 
groups living in New Orleans. It was within the confines of the Manger that 
Mother Catherine sheltered orphaned babies, women with young children, and 
pregnant women. 
Newspaper accounts and WPA documents, in addition to drawing attention 
to the birth of babies at the Manger, illustrate how this same space functioned 
as a temporary shelter for children. One interesting example of this appeared 
in a Times-Picayune article. The reporter ends her article describing an 
encounter with a group of children. She writes: 
As the visitors pass out of the big tent, after Mother’s hearty laugh rings 
out in farewell, they discover at the gate three little white children. The 
eldest, a little girl, says: “We’re English. Mother is gone to New York for 
her business and we stay down here with Mother Catherine. Mother’s 
going to England for Christmas, and maybe we’ll stay here with Mother 
Catherine. Our mother is one of Mother Catherine’s people – she comes 
down here all the time.” [emphasis added]33 
In her prayer at the levee, Mother Catherine promised that if she were given 
the power to heal, she would use it to heal all, no matter what their race. This 
promise of equality not only characterized her healing enterprise, but, as 
mentioned in the preceding excerpt, it was a marker of her provision to shelter 
both African American and white children along with their mothers. It was 
against the law to offer interracial shelter at this time, so Mother Catherine’s 
willingness to violate a segregation statue demonstrates that her commitment 
to her calling superseded any legislative enactment. Also, the words of these 
children are also vital because they speak to the trust that mothers had in 
Mother Catherine’s ability to care for their children at the Manger. From the 
reporter’s encounter with the children, it would seem that their mother felt that 
the Manger was a safe place to leave her children temporarily while she 
traveled domestically and abroad. 
While the Manger acted as a birthplace and temporary shelter, it generally 
served as a place of permanence for children of all ages. Various newspaper 
articles commented on the presence of women swaddling infants in their arms 
during Mother Catherine’s interviews and nightly healing services. “A brown 
woman” one reporter wrote, “sits Madonna-like, swathed in brown from head 
to toe, her draperies shrouding the brown baby she is suckling at her breast.”34 
Toddler-aged children could also be seen playing throughout the grounds of 
the Manger. Reporter Marguerite Young shares with her readers how children 
frequently played on the platform during nightly healing services “without 
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distracting the speaker [Mother Catherine] or audience.”35 Anthropologist 
Zora Neale Hurston noted that Mother Catherine, in her words, “sees that her 
juveniles get off to school on time.”36 Mother Catherine was very adamant 
about the education of school-aged children living at the Manger. During her 
public healing services and in a will transcribed by one of her followers, 
Mother Catherine discussed the challenges of being illiterate. Her insistence 
on education was quite an achievement in and of itself considering that in 
1915 only about fifty percent of children living in the state were enrolled in 
schools.37 Children were active participants in the various ministries 
conducted at the Manger. For example, some were acolytes who directed the 
every move of visitors that wished to have one-on-one consultations with 
Mother Catherine. Some possessed the gift of prophecy. Others served as co-
workers, directly assisting Mother Catherine in her healing enterprise. No 
matter where one turned at the Manger, children were always visible. 
The continual presence of children at the Manger is further solidified in a 
photo taken of Mother Catherine surrounded by congregational members 
known as “saints” (Figure 2.1). Mother Catherine’s saints were an interracial 
group. African Americans composed most of the number but immigrants from 
Italy and Germany also were followers of Mother Catherine. Beyond this 
diversity, saints are readily identifiable by their uniformed attire. Male 
members, also known as “banners” wore suits with an armband about three 
inches wide embroidered with the Manger symbol, crescent and M.C.S., 
which stood for Mother Catherine’s Saints.38 Some males wore cotton aprons 
(see man in lower right corner of picture) and satin red robes (not pictured), 
particularly those that were responsible for guarding the entrance to the 
Manger. Female saints, who were called “veils,” wore white gowns in tunic 
fashion and a white cotton veil (of varying lengths) also embroidered with a 
red crescent and the acronym M.S.C. The uniforms of female followers could 
be quite elaborate in that other bands, colors, and symbols were added to their 
base attire to indicate their positions at the Manger. 
[Insert Figure 2.1 Here] 
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Figure 2.1 Mother Catherine and members of the Manger, 1929. 
Courtesy of the Al Rose Collection, Hogan Jazz Archive, Tulane University. 
Mother Catherine herself, who is the focal point of the photo, is also dressed 
in a long white tunic that drapes the ground, a headband with a red symbol, 
and a red cape. Zora Neale Hurston commented specifically on this attire in 
an essay entitled, “Mother Catherine.” She states that  
Catherine of Russia could not have been more impressive upon her throne 
than was this black Catherine [garbed] with a band around her head like 
a coronet, a white robe and a gorgeous red cape falling away from her 
broad shoulders.39 
Interracial dynamics and aesthetic uniformity among adult members are 
certainly worth noting in an examination of the photo. What is even more 
important to take into account is the number of children present. About nine 
infants and toddler-aged children (one to three years) can be seen in the arms 
of both male and female saints. Among this age group is one young child of 
European descent (right side of photo behind the small shrub like tree), which 
is worth noting. Robert Tallant, author of Voodoo in New Orleans and editor 
on the Louisiana Writers’ Project of the WPA, in his account of a visit to the 
site (the Manger), mentions “white infants could not remain on the site as 
orphans because of Louisiana’s segregation laws.”40 However, Mother 
Catherine, in her quest to obey her divine call to shelter children, defied such 
2 Mother to the motherless 
Section 4 Page 73 of 202 
state sanctioned statues. Also, visible on the left side and center of this same 
photo are thirty pre-school and grade school children (four to nine years). 
These children are dressed similarly to the adult saints. The young girls are 
dressed in white dresses with white headbands while the boys of the same age 
are wearing suit attire without the adult armband. Young girls accounted for 
approximately eighty percent of the number of pre-school and grade school 
children at the Manger. There are over fifteen adolescents also captured in the 
photo, and this number consists of mainly young women. It is necessary to 
consider that these young women were strategically placed around Mother 
Catherine. They, like other female members, are dressed in white tunics, but 
they have red sashes that either drape their shoulders or surround their waist. 
Some have crosses stitched into their tunics (girl to immediate left of Mother 
Catherine) or material items like keys attached to these same garments (girl to 
immediate right of Mother Catherine). These adornments represent the 
positions that they hold at the Manger. Furthermore, the multiple symbols 
stitched into the various parts of the garments – the headband, sash, and tunic 
– are material representations of each of the girl’s moral character. Edward 
Tinker, in an article for the North American Review, highlights the correlation 
between embroidered headbands and moral purity. In his discussion of the 
clothing of Mother Catherine’s saints, Tinker points out that young virgin girls 
are distinguished by the wearing of “a white fillet embroidered with 
incomprehensible figures.”41 
Collectively, the various age groups of children, as shown in the photo, 
further substantiate Mother Catherine’s commitment to addressing the social 
conditions of New Orleans during the opening decades of the twentieth 
century that created vulnerable situations (e.g. homelessness and 
economic/familial instability) for children, and subsequently many women. 
The photo, while it captures the primary objective of the Manger, points to 
Mother Catherine’s ultimate goal: to construct a hospital on the property of 
the Manger that she would call the “Innocent Blood Home.” “This home,” she 
stated, “is going to take care of women so they will keep their children.”42 
Accordingly, as a testament to the promise she made to “Sweet Jesus” on the 
levee near Brother Isaiah’s boat, this residential facility would serve all races, 
or in her words, “white and colored women alike.”43 Mother Catherine died 
before the construction of this home, but, during her lifetime, she worked 
relentlessly to serve children, women, and other socially ostracized 
individuals in New Orleans. In short, she mothered the marginalized. This all-
encompassing mode of motherhood finds expression in an interview Zora 
Neale Hurston conducted with Mother Catherine in 1929, where she 
explained: 
I got all kinds of children, but I am they mother. Some of [th]em are saints; 
some of [th]em conzempts [convicts] and jailbirds; some of [th]em kills 
babies in their bodies; some of [th]em walks the streets at night – but 
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they’s all my children. God got all kinds, how I can’t love all mine. So 
says the beautiful spirit.44 
Thus, for Mother Catherine motherhood has no rigid boundaries of 
acceptance. She extended her love to recognized members of the Manger (i.e. 
saints), convicts, prostitutes, and women who had aborted fetuses. This type 
of motherhood, according to her, was indicative of God’s relationship to his 
children. More important, though, this type of universal motherhood was 
possible because of the continuous guidance of the “beautiful spirit” – a notion 
that re-emphasized the role of Spiritualism (particularly communication with 
the spirit world) in Mother Catherine’s social mission. This mission was 
characterized by mothering the “motherless,” which in this case were 
vulnerable, socially ostracized individuals living in the Crescent City. 
The Manger and its subversion of race 
Mother Catherine’s social ministry began with her encounter with Brother 
Isaiah at the Mississippi River levee when he refused to heal her due to the 
blackness of her skin. It was this race-based rejection that would lead Mother 
Catherine to construct the Manger, and from this site, provide shelter and 
healing to all, regardless of race. In order to truly understand how Mother 
Catherine used the Manger to problematize socially oppressive 
categorizations, it is necessary to construct a brief trajectory of race politics 
during the opening decades of the twentieth century in New Orleans. 
In 1896, the Supreme Court unanimously validated the Separate Car Act of 
Louisiana (1890) that mandated equal but separate accommodations on 
railways in the state. This ruling in the Plessy v. Ferguson case was a driving 
force that directly propelled the creation of an ethos of racial segregation 
across the nation. Cheryl I. Harris, in her essay “The Story of Plessy v. 
Ferguson,” asserts that this decision represented an “egregious endorsement 
of racial oppression.”45 Judicially sanctioned segregation perpetuated a mode 
of racial segregation that according to her was similar to “byzantine rituals” 
in that it “regulates the smallest detail of social encounters as well as the most 
intimate aspects of daily life – where one could sleep, walk, bathe, relieve 
oneself, live, or die.”46 
This type of regulatory control was present in the everyday realities of 
people of African descent living in Louisiana in general and New Orleans in 
particular. With the formation of a state law that made the racial integration of 
schools illegal, African Americans’ access to equal educational opportunities 
was curtailed in 1898. Also, the political power of African Americans in 
Louisiana took a hit. By the turn of the century, Louisiana state laws were 
enacted that eliminated the presence of African Americans in the state 
legislature, which led to the creation of an all-white Democratic Party. 
Additionally, voting qualifications were put into place to decrease the electoral 
power of African Americans. Beyond the realm of politics, race segregation 
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impacted various social dimensions of African Americans, particularly those 
in New Orleans. For instance, in 1908 the distinction between African 
American and Creoles of mixed ancestry known as gen de couleur was 
abolished. This move dismantled a three-tiered racial caste that had existed in 
New Orleans for centuries. The racial categories were now white and black, 
the latter one of which was determined by one drop of black blood. 
Concubinage between people of European descent and African Americans 
was also ruled a felony. Between 1921 and 1924, residential housing 
ordinances in New Orleans were passed that made interracial living illegal. 
The 1924 ordinance in particular made it a felony for African Americans to 
reside in white neighborhoods. Prudhoma Dejoie represents only one example 
of many African American professionals that were arrested when they refused 
to stop constructing their homes in predominately white neighborhoods of 
New Orleans. Adam Fairclough, in Race and Democracy: The Civil Rights 
Struggle in Louisiana, provides a succinct description of the overall effects of 
this increased segregationist activity occurring throughout Louisiana. He 
states, “during the first two decades of the 20th century the legal, political, 
and economical status of blacks had been stabilized into one of across-the-
board inferiority.”47 
This socially influenced mode of racial inferiority, beyond political and 
social ramifications, expressed itself in ecclesiastical spaces of New Orleans 
during this same time period. As the Catholic faith represented the dominant 
religion in New Orleans at the time, a brief examination of the racial 
segregation that occurred there is important for understanding how Louisiana 
segregation laws impacted religious expression and practice. By 1920, 
Catholicism had been a part of the city’s religious landscape for over two 
centuries and continued to secure its dominance through the establishment of 
a multitude of parishes, seminaries, convents, and colleges.48 With the 
establishment of St. Louis Cathedral, Catholic parishes in New Orleans 
became racially integrated from 1718 to the late nineteenth century; however, 
this form of interracialism was not synonymous with equality. Religious 
studies scholar James B. Bennett, in his book Religion and the Rise of Jim 
Crow in New Orleans, captures this sentiment in a quote from Monsignor Jean 
M. Laval, pastor of St. Louis Cathedral at the turn of the century. He asserted 
that “in America no Negro should be ordained; just as illegitimate sons are 
declared irregular by Canon Law, so, to settle the whole question, the Negroes 
could be declared irregular because they are held in contempt by white 
people.”49 Such sentiments not only ensured the nonexistence of African 
American clergy, but this mode of racial prejudice fueled by paternalism 
resulted in other instances of inequality like the creation of separate seating 
for African American Catholics in mixed race parishes and the rejection of the 
Sisters of the Holy Family, an African American order, by white orders in the 
city. 
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As promotion of a segregationist agenda in the city increased, interracialism 
in Catholic parishes waned. During this period, “white Catholics were no 
more tolerant of racial equality than were whites in any other New Orleans 
institution.”50 Therefore, Catholic institutions like hospitals, orphanages, and 
schools continued to uphold policies of segregation.51 By 1920, a total of eight 
African American parishes had been established in order to separate Catholic 
parishioners along racial lines.52 The Archbishop of New Orleans James 
Blenk insisted that “natural differences” between the races warranted “having 
separate churches in the South for white and Colored races.”53 It is worth 
noting that initially African American Catholics opposed the creation of 
separate worship spaces, but some reluctantly began to occupy parishes such 
as St. Katherine Catholic Church (1895) and St. Dominic Catholic Church 
(1909) for various reasons. Some African American Catholics became 
members of these churches to secure their children’s education as their 
attendance guaranteed that their children could attend segregated parochial 
schools like the St. Louis School and St. Dominic’s parish school. These 
schools represented a better option than the segregated public schools that 
were characterized by poor infrastructure and limited economical resources. 
Others, particularly Creoles of mixed ancestry, attended these separate 
parishes to solidify a sense of racial identity being challenged by the passing 
of certain Jim Crow legislation meant to dismantle a multi-tiered hierarchy 
based on ethnicity not race. Many other African American Catholics left 
parishes that were supposedly integrated because of the maltreatment that they 
received in these spaces. For instance, St. Joseph Catholic Church posted a 
notice directing its “colored” members to the last rows, while another parish 
near St. Dominic’s relegated African American parishioners to rear pews. 
Others were forced out by efforts that  
ranged from the last minute announcements that they [blacks] would not 
be joining a congregation’s move to a new facility [despite their financial 
contributions towards the new church], to episodes where white ushers 
turned black Catholics away because they now had their own separate 
church.54  
These push and pull factors led to an increase in membership at territorial race 
parishes. These segregated Catholic spaces represented concrete 
manifestations of a particular bi-categorical approach to race that emphasized 
difference between African Americans and whites as a means to argue for the 
necessity of racial separation. Overall, this discussion of the ways in which 
segregation infiltrated New Orleans Catholicism provides a context to 
examine Mother Catherine’s use of the Manger to problematize such socio-
politically motivated racial segregation in early twentieth century New 
Orleans. 
From the onset, Mother Catherine’s Manger acted as a subversive force 
against Jim Crow politics. Specifically, the Manger undermined racial 
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segregation in New Orleans in two ways: through the establishment of a policy 
of interracialism and through the implementation of a structural framework 
that inverted race-based power relations. A policy of interracialism based on 
equalization across racial lines existed at the Manger. Interracialism being 
understood here as a “mode of interaction, a process of cooperation and 
communication” that results in the formation of “a community across racial 
boundaries.”55 The Manger exemplified this notion of interracialism in that, 
first and foremost, it served as a congregating space for African Americans, 
Creoles of color, and white people (including first generation Italian and 
German immigrants) who were counted as either members (saints) of the 
Manger or non-residential followers of Mother Catherine. No matter the 
category, each of these groups was counted among the Manger’s membership. 
During her many visits to the religious compound, New Orleans Item reporter 
Marguerite Young noticed the interracial composition of Mother Catherine’s 
saints. She opened her most comprehensive article on the Manger with the 
following words: “White-robed figures filing past a giant black man, sentinel 
at the entrance – white faced and black, silent and reverent; kneeling on the 
graveled ground between rough wooden benches.”56 It is this model of 
interracialism that immediately catches Young’s eye. Furthermore, African 
American and white saints participated equally in the full operation of the 
Manger. Mother Catherine’s closest group of female co-workers (also referred 
to by reporters as maidens) who assisted in ritual practices of healing consisted 
of women of European and African ancestry. Writer Edward Tinker, in his 
article “Mother Catherine’s Castor Oil,” describes this distinguishing group as 
“middle-aged bourgeois-looking women wearing the insignia of the cult on 
their arms [who] sat on the front row.”57 He ends his discussion by 
commenting on the presence of a German woman among this group who 
spoke with a very heavy accent. This mode of interracial cooperation could 
also be seen in the structure of the Manger’s nightly services. For instance, 
“white women,” as one reporter noted, “were in the choir, standing up to sing 
with their colored sisters.”58 This racially mixed choir sang songs like “Just a 
Little While” and “In His Hand,” while the Manger’s ten-piece orchestra that 
consisted of African American and Creole musicians provided accompanying 
music. One particular member of Mother Catherine’s orchestra worth 
mentioning is jazz musician Ernest Joseph “Ernie” Cagnolatti. It was at the 
Manger that Cagnolatti would hone his skills as a jazz trumpeter. So renowned 
were his abilities that Mother Catherine referred to him as the Angel Gabriel. 
Beyond his skill set, Cagnolatti was not only a Creole of color (his mother 
was a mulatto of African and Canadian descent, and his father was an Italian 
immigrant), but he was also one of Mother Catherine’s saints. He would later 
go on to marry Ruth Johnson, daughter of Liza Johnson. Johnson was the 
second person in charge at the Manger, and after Mother Catherine’s death, 
she would take over the entire enterprise. Interestingly, genealogical records 
list the Manger as Ruth and Liza Johnson’s residence; however, Mother 
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Catherine documents Ruth as a household member with a marital status of 
single.59 It is clear that Mother Catherine was very cognizant of New Orleans’ 
segregation ordinances. Thus, she carefully controlled how members of the 
Manger, and for that matter activities on the property, were documented by 
reporters, photographers, and government census takers. 
The racial dynamics among the saints represented only one layer of 
interracialism at the Manger. Mother Catherine had also amassed a significant 
interracial following of individuals who were not saints of the Manger but 
were non-residential followers. Some of these followers participated in 
developing classes offered at the Manger. These classes were similar to those 
conducted by Mother Anderson in that participants received training on 
spiritual healing by way of Mediumship. Others sought one-to-one 
consultations with Mother Catherine. For instance, many of her white 
“clients” preferred to speak with her in a more private setting. In a piece 
entitled “Mother Catherine and Her Followers,” Edward Hunter describes the 
embarrassment of an old white man who sought the services of Mother 
Catherine when he realized that also waiting for her was an all-white 
journalism team.60 Regardless of this awkwardness, the old man informs the 
saint that he would return another day. Counted among this number of those 
who sought private consultation with Mother Catherine were many wealthy 
white New Orleanians. Several newspaper reporters commented on luxury 
cars that could be found parked at the marsh that separated the Manger from 
the paved street. These wealthy white people, like all others seeking the 
services of Mother Catherine, had to trek across this swamp field. Expensive 
material goods like lamps, pottery, and religious relics (e.g. statues and candle 
holders) represented the many gifts that were given to Mother Catherine by 
this class of people, who she called “red letter” people, in exchange for her 
services. For example, Mother Catherine’s brass bed was a gift for a 
“wonderful favor” she granted to the owners of a New Orleans furniture 
store.61 An Italian family gave her a monetary gift of five hundred dollars 
when Mother Catherine, they believed, cured their daughter. 
African American and white non-members also flocked to nightly healing 
services at the Manger. These individuals, much like those hundreds that 
gathered outside Brother Isaiah’s houseboat, sought healing for all types of 
ailments. A December 25, 1927 New Orleans Item depicts the diversity among 
attendees of healing services at the Manger: 
Dawn streams in through the openings in the big burlap top and Mother 
prepares to close her service. A hymn starts up, and Mother’s maids 
indicate to the congregation to come and get their holy salts. Then around 
the tent they pass in single file – the white men and black, white women 
and black, and little children. The black profiles serene and placid, are 
thrown in accented relief against the white of the tent: the white faces 
stand out among the black.62 
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Counted among this number were a gray-haired white man in his work 
uniform propped up with walking sticks; a young African American couple 
who sought fertility assistance; a white woman, along with her husband and 
son, who desired relief from intense throat pain; and a young African 
American child who wished for wholeness of her body, mind, and spirit. One 
may see these individuals as different, especially if viewed in light of social 
categories of race, gender, class, and age. However, those waiting in line for 
healing were not concerned with notions of difference. For that matter, they 
were not concerned with the segregation politics of a Jim Crow New Orleans. 
Their concern was healing. It was the possibility of receiving a healing at the 
hands of Mother Catherine that held them together – both African American 
and white, male and female, rich and poor, young and old. The desire for 
healing temporarily leveled categorical distinctions. It unified races in a way 
that subverted a bi-racial segregation system that was created by and 
continuously reinforced by an emphasis on phenotypic difference. Even more 
important, this desire for healing further substantiated the extent to which 
interracialism was used to build a racially inclusive sense of community at the 
Manger. Mother Catherine’s ethics of universal acceptance fostered this type 
of community. In its very formation, the Manger subverted categories of race 
by equalizing race distinctions. A WPA interviewee confirmed this mode of 
community building at the Manger, stating, “Strangely, in a city traditionally 
engrained with color prejudice and race distinction, black and white men and 
women worked together in mutual dignity and respect.”63 Thus, in the end, 
what Mrs. LeGallais sees at the Manger is a community that interacts, 
cooperates, and communicates across racial lines as well as across socio-
economic and gender boundaries. 
In addition to a promotion of interracialism, Mother Catherine’s Manger 
also challenged Jim Crow segregation in New Orleans through the disruption 
of power relations predicated on race.64 A couple of examples are offered here 
to examine instances of these inversions. First, it is necessary to consider how 
Mother Catherine used material culture to trouble the historical conflation of 
sacredness with whiteness. This examination begins with a photo of Mother 
Catherine taken at the Manger in 1925 (Figure 2.2). 
[Insert Figure 2.2 Here] 
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Figure 2.2 Mother Catherine at the Manger, 1925. Xavier University of Louisiana 
Archives and Special Collections. 
In the picture Mother Catherine wears the customary veil of the Manger and 
a floor length silk robe. What is of interest here is the ornate sequined and 
beaded vestment that is strategically placed on top of her robe. The imagery 
displayed on this garment includes celestial objects, atmospheric occurrences 
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like lightning, and concrete forms of astral projections and angelic beings, one 
of which is holding a sacred text. While essential to take into account, these 
images are situated in a peripheral location in relation to the centrally placed 
figure of Jehovah. Who is this Jehovah? He is Mother Catherine’s spirit guide. 
This figure in Spiritualism represents a divinely authorized spirit mediator 
whose primary purpose involved meeting the needs of an individual. It was 
Jehovah (i.e. Sweet Jesus) that, in Mother Catherine’s words, “told her where 
to go, how to make all the robes for her [saints], how to build the Manger, how 
to enter into the Manger.”65 According to her, Jehovah was the spiritual force 
that guided her every decision and endowed her with the gift of healing. Thus, 
she would quite often seclude herself from others to engage in spiritual 
communication with Jehovah. Jehovah, then, was instrumental to the social 
ministry of Mother Catherine. 
What is even more interesting is her portrayal of him in material form. He 
is presented as a mocha-colored man with a course beard and hair parted down 
the middle. Mother Catherine’s Jehovah was of African descent. Though a 
spirit, his embodied form takes on black flesh. This image represents an 
inversion of a phenotypically white representation of Jesus that was mass-
produced in the early to mid-twentieth century. Mother Catherine’s depiction 
disrupted a correlation of Jesus with whiteness. Her black Jehovah countered 
normatively conceived notions that Jesus, in embodied form, had to be 
featured with white skin, straight hair, and a long beard.66 A conversation 
between one of Mother Catherine followers and a researcher succinctly 
captured the rationale behind Jehovah’s blackness. The researcher enquires 
about the “towering figure of a bizarre black Jesus” situated in one of the 
church’s many alcoves. The saint responds to the inquiry with a simple 
statement: “since [th]e Bible didn’t specify He was white, we give him [our] 
color.”67 Mother Catherine and her followers (particularly those of African 
descent) chose the color black, and, in this way, they exercised a particular 
type of agency that was quite often denied to them in a race-based hegemonic 
social structure present in New Orleans. 
The second case of how the Manger engaged race segregation in New 
Orleans involved the inversion of power relations. Specifically, an 
examination of an intimate encounter between an African American juvenile 
named St. Lucy and a group of reporters offers an example of a power 
relationship reversal based on race, gender, and age. Reporter Francis White 
introduced St. Lucy to his readers in a 1924 article about the Manger called 
“The Sainted Cult of Catherine.” White described Lucy as a Negro girl, about 
fifteen years old, wearing a white veil and dress. Her saintly name, St. Lucy, 
is embroidered near the bosom of her dress. Lucy explains to White that the 
key attached to her dress symbolizes her power to open earthly doors, such as 
the one she opened to let them in, and it ensures her entrance into heaven in 
the afterlife. What happened next is worth quoting at length: 
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We stand for a moment at the doorway, astonished at the bizarre 
furnishings of the place…. The girl points to the benches. “Yo[u] all have 
to sit down,” she orders. We walk toward the front of the place. But the 
pickaninny is upon us, tugging at our sleeve. “Yo[u] all gotta sit in back.” 
She waves her hand towards the rear … saints sit up front. Being unable 
to offer convincing evidence of saintliness for admission to the front row, 
we set ourselves in the hindmost bench.68 
In addition to controlling White and his party’s entrance into the Manger, St. 
Lucy directs their activities. She interrupts their gaze upon objects deemed 
bizarre by telling them to sit down. White takes offense to this act and calls 
her a “pickaninny.” Pickaninny, as defined by cultural historian Robin 
Bernstein in her work on race and childhood, “was an imagined, subhuman 
black juvenile who was typically depicted outdoors, merrily accepting 
violence.”69 Bernstein’s work further considers how this notion of the 
pickaninny was exemplified in various material forms (e.g. advertisements, 
children literature, and film) during the opening decades of the twentieth 
century. According to Bernstein, the pickaninny was quite often depicted 
wearing “ragged clothes” or as “partially or fully naked,” a representation 
meant to denote negligence on behalf of the child’s parent(s).70 While White 
may have seen his juvenile guide in this demeaning way, St. Lucy self-
identifies as one of Mother Catherine’s saints. She explicitly states, “I [am] a 
saint. I [am] Saint Lucy.” As such, her garb (the veil and robe) further 
distinguishes her. Far from denoting parental neglect, the tailor-made uniform 
is a material counterforce in regards to how “pickaninnies” were commonly 
presented in the American cultural imagination during this time period. Her 
sainthood, connoted through her clothing, also meant that she could sit in front 
of the sanctuary. Front benches were reserved for saints; consequently, non-
saints, like White and his companions, were relegated to the rear benches. 
Here, St. Lucy’s power to direct the activities of those visitors of the Manger 
points to an inversion of power relations based on race, gender, and age. White 
and his guest naturally felt comfortable trying to seat in the front of the 
sanctuary. The “front” in a racially segregated city like New Orleans was 
reserved for whites, while the “back” was the space designated for African 
Americans. This is not the case at the Manger. St. Lucy adamantly instructs 
this group of white people to move to the rear of the church. White tries to 
correct her actions, or in his words, “convince her of their saintliness” but to 
no avail. Therefore, they sit in the back. St. Lucy’s encounter with this group 
is very different than what New Orleans natives like Louis Armstrong 
experienced in his interactions with whites concerning one’s place in public 
spaces. When he was about five years old, an African American woman 
snatched Armstrong out of the white section of a streetcar.71 In response to his 
verbal questioning of the woman’s action, she called him a fool and told him 
to remain quiet. This encounter along with many others in a segregated New 
Orleans taught Armstrong to know his place as a “colored” person. This lack 
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of empowerment does not transfer to St. Lucy’s engagement with whites at 
the Manger. Her power is not bound by social categories of race, gender, and 
age. In New Orleans proper, she may be a powerless young African American 
female; however, she possesses the power to dictate where white, non-saints 
can sit at the Manger. Moreover, she controls their every movement in this 
ecclesiastical space. White shares with his readers the type of control that St. 
Lucy possessed over them. He writes: 
We grow impatient of waiting. One visitor carelessly crosses his legs. 
Instantly St. Lucy is upon us. “Do[n’t] do [th]at,” she commands. “Cross 
legs bring de[v]ils,” she informs us in a hoarse whisper. We are tired of 
waiting for Mother Catherine; why doesn’t she come, we ask St. Lucy. 
“Mother Catherine knows yo[u] all is here,” the imp declares. “Sp[irit] 
told her already. She do[n’t] come out [un]til sp[irit] lets her.”72 
Again, St. Lucy exerts her power as a saint over this group. She even takes the 
time to instruct them on the reason behind why they should conduct 
themselves in a specific way in the sanctuary. She also chastises them for their 
impatience and assures them that Mother Catherine, due to her constant 
communication with Jehovah, knows that they are present. The reporter, used 
to certain privileges that come with racial segregation, calls her an imp [little 
devil] in his written account of the visit. Regardless of his thoughts of this 
young lady, she occupies an intermediary position in that she stands between 
them and Mother Catherine. Quite literally, she holds the key to the door. 
Mother Catherine’s Manger, while it was explicitly started to shelter 
children, women, and other vulnerable individuals (e.g. tubercular persons) of 
New Orleans, implicitly served as a place of empowerment for individuals 
like St. Lucy. African American saints were given the power to frisk white 
visitors at the entry gate of the Manger and the authority to determine if white 
visitors would receive Mother Catherine’s blessed salt. African American 
saints along with white saints (primarily disempowered people of immigrant 
status) collaborated in every facet of the Manger’s operation. This 
collaborative effort exemplified a genuine sense of interrelationism, a form of 
cooperation that undermined racial segregation. Women were also 
empowered: they held authoritative positions at the Manger, and they were at 
the center of Mother Catherine’s theological teachings. Quite often, Mother 
Catherine would publicly pronounce that “it is right that a woman should lead 
[because] a womb was what God made in the beginning, and out of that womb 
was born Time and all that fills up space.”73 Women were embodied sources 
of creation. These are just a few additional examples of how Mother Catherine 
used the Manger to empower individuals who were deemed powerless in a 
Jim Crow New Orleans. 
The Manger functioned as a shelter and a place where both interracialism 
and race-based role inversions were used to problematize racial segregation. 
These functions, taken together, offer a vivid depiction of Mother Catherine’s 
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socio-political mission. Her social mission was to provide for those in need, 
whether in the form of shelter or food. This undertaking was done entirely at 
her expense. Her political mission, on the one hand, involved providing a 
space of racial equalization. That is, the Manger was a place of reprieve for 
all, regardless of race or creed. On the other hand, her political mission was 
characterized by a subversion of power dynamics associated with social 
categories of race, gender, and age. In this way, the Manger represented a place 
of empowerment. 
Accordingly, this association between the Manger’s geographical location 
and Mother Catherine’s power is still relevant even today. In 2005, a student 
stood on a desolated plot in the Lower Ninth Ward section of New Orleans 
and read an excerpt from a play called The Lower 9 Stories. She opened with 
discussing the origin and mission of the Manger and explained its historical 
connection to the Ninth Ward. Then, during the middle of her monologue, she 
candidly spoke about the character of Mother Catherine. She stated,  
Mother Catherine is compassion. She is crying tonight because she sees a 
lot of pain and suffering that has happened in her community since she 
passed on to heaven. We honor her tonight and ask her to continue to care 
for us [because] she was a powerful, powerful woman who did so much 
for people.74  
This portion of the monologue emphasized the spiritualist belief in the 
survival of the spirit after physical death. This young lady petitioned Mother 
Catherine’s spirit, who is seen as a guiding ancestor, to assist New Orleanians 
in their efforts to re-build their community that had been decimated by 
Hurricane Katrina. She also asked Mother Catherine to take care of them the 
same way that she looked after so many people during her time on Earth, 
particularly needy mothers and babies (which is mentioned in the monologue). 
In the end, this young lady’s words served as a testament to Mother 
Catherine’s socio-political mission. Her speech captured how Mother 
Catherine used the Manger – a religious compound strategically built on a 
geographically isolated marshland now known as the lower Ninth Ward – to 
aid, socially, politically, and spiritually, the most vulnerable people of New 
Orleans. Mother Catherine’s approach to social inequalities represents a 
galvanizing of the politico-spiritual model initiated by Mother Anderson that 
would further proliferate in the healing enterprises of Spiritualist Churches 
from the 1930s to the 1950s. 
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Abstract: Chapter 3 examines how Spiritual Churches’ symbiotic 
approach towards the political and spiritual lives of their 
parishioners morphed during the tumultuous decades of the 1930s 
to the 1950s. Spiritual leaders would use their healing enterprises 
to address the social, political, physical, emotional, and spiritual 
needs of people in New Orleans. On the one hand, healing served a 
political function, for it offered modes of resistance, 
transformation, and empowerment. On the other hand, as this 
chapter shows, healing played a significant role in the spiritual 
well-being of individuals. The dual function of healing, albeit in a 
different form, represents an extension of a symbiotic approach to 
reform initiated by Mother Anderson. 
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3 
Laying on Hands 
Healing as a form of political activism and 
spiritual restoration 
Human beings, in their bodies, are understood to inhabit multiple 
levels of existence; 
That is, they are at once spiritual, physical, emotional, mental, 
communal, and political. 
— Velana Huntington, “Orisha and the Healing of People” (2004) 
As indicated in the opening quote, practitioners of Yoruba-based religions 
conceptualize personhood as a multilevel mode of existence. In line with this 
understanding, leaders of New Orleans’ first Spiritualist Churches also 
acknowledged the multidimensional nature of people. This understanding 
undergirded their blended approach to social inequalities. The preceding 
chapters explored how early leaders like Mother Leafy Anderson and Mother 
Catherine Seal used their churches to address the political and spiritual 
dimensions of individuals. Specifically, they advanced a politico-spiritual 
model that addressed the socio-political and spiritual needs of disenfranchised 
New Orleanians during the 1920s to early 1930s. Mother Anderson cultivated 
extensive programs of economic development to combat social and economic 
disparities exacerbated by Jim Crow and gender politics. Mother Catherine’s 
social activism involved the establishment of an integrated homeless shelter 
for women, children, and persons suffering from communicable diseases. 
While Mother Anderson and Mother Catherine were concerned about the 
social welfare of individuals belonging to marginalized groups in New 
Orleans, they were equally interested in delving into the spiritual lives of these 
same individuals. Healing, in particular, became the outlet both leaders used 
to address spiritual needs. Mother Anderson promoted a complex healing 
enterprise, characterized by restoring an individual’s fracturedness back into 
3 Laying on Hands 
Section 5 Page 91 of 202 
a state of wholeness. Spirit invocation, prayer, laying on hands, and prophecy 
served as instrumental tools employed in this restorative act. Mother 
Catherine would later expand these techniques. In her public healing rituals, 
which drew hundreds of people each night, Mother Catherine administered 
blessed salt and castor oil chased with lemons to elicit healing. Attention to 
one’s spirit by way of healing began in the churches of these two pioneers of 
the Spiritualist Movement. However, Spiritualist leaders of the 1930s through 
1950s would continue to expand the healing enterprise of New Orleans’ 
Spiritualist Churches. Such expansion was meant to further engage the 
“spiritual, physical, emotional, mental, communal, and political” dimensions 
of those living in New Orleans during these decades. As will be shown in the 
following pages, healing for them represented not only a form of social 
activism but also an outlet for spiritual, emotional, and physical restoration. 
Thus, healing contained and continued the politico-spiritual model established 
by Mother Anderson in 1920. 
Racial and socio-political climate of New Orleans, 1930s to 1950s 
An examination of how Spiritualist leaders employed healing to address social 
inequality and spiritual fragmentation requires taking a look at the actual 
economic, social, and political landscape of New Orleans during the 1930s to 
the 1950s. The Great Depression, World War II (WWII), and the Korean War 
represent significant historical events that affected the United States during 
these decades. On a local level, New Orleans experienced a population surge, 
despite shifts in the city’s economy brought on by these events. The overall 
population grew exponentially, from 387,219 in 1920 to around 489,537 in 
1940.1 Between 1930 and 1940, the African American population grew by 
almost fourteen percent, three times that of the white population. By 1950, 
African Americans composed over thirty percent of New Orleans’ population. 
While this new influx of African Americans included teachers, physicians, 
and clergy, a large majority of them were either working class or living in 
poverty. 
New Orleans offered few housing opportunities for the latter two groups. 
For instance, in the late 1930s the lower-income vacancy rate was about two 
percent. This lack of housing led to overcrowding in single and multiple 
housing units. A report generated by the Committee of Negro Housing 
described housing conditions in the poor, segregated neighborhoods of New 
Orleans: 
Housing conditions are very poor. There are some houses divided into 
twenty-one room apartments that have no lighting except from the alley. 
They are shut off from front and side streets and are very dark. You find 
this type of flat all over the city. Most of the people use charcoal for 
cooking and heating, and often holes are burnt in the floor from these, for 
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they are sometimes merely buckets and some of the holes are big enough 
for a person to fall through. There is one toilet for each five families.2 
In addition to these “alley” residences, older single dwelling and double tenant 
“shotgun” houses were an option for some poor African Americans living in 
New Orleans. Many of these units were dilapidated and lacked indoor 
plumbing. It is important to note that some working class African Americans 
were fortunate enough to live in integrated neighborhoods. Electricity, indoor 
plumbing, street lighting, and sewage and drainage systems were the benefits 
of landing in this type of neighborhood. Nevertheless, as LaKisha Michelle 
Simmons contends in her work on African American girls growing up in the 
city during the 1930s, these “integrated neighborhoods of New Orleans also 
carried lessons of social segregation.”3 
These living conditions were further exacerbated during the Depression 
because of the economic inequalities among African Americans in New 
Orleans. Although African Americans accounted for one-third of the 
population, they made up one-half of the unemployment rate. As a result, a 
large percentage of African Americans were in need of national relief aid 
during the 1930s. Despite this need, “the city set lower relief payments for 
blacks, and during the recession of 1937–1938 the city’s Department of Public 
Welfare began turning black families away, insisting that blacks compose no 
more than half of the relief roll.”4 Additionally, African Americans were 
denied federal jobs created under the New Deal, a domestic program enacted 
by President Franklin D. Roosevelt to combat the economic crisis of the 
Depression, as a result of state-sanctioned control of relief aid. Louisiana 
Governor Huey Long’s political agenda was to uplift poor white residents of 
Louisiana, not African American ones. This meant that little federal funds 
were funneled into any social welfare programs that would benefit African 
Americans. On a national level the New Deal did little to improve the 
conditions of African Americans, and on a state level, Long’s unequal 
distribution of federal resources dealt them an even greater blow. 
During the 1940s and 1950s, New Orleans experienced an economic boom. 
Both WWII and the Korean War increased jobs associated with shipbuilding, 
oil refineries, and artillery manufacturing. African Americans sought to 
participate in this wartime industrial revolution but were bitterly opposed by 
white laborers. Labor unions were formed that excluded African American 
membership. These unions ensured that whites would be placed in these rising 
industry-based jobs. For instance, six thousand men were employed at the 
Delta Shipbuilding Company, which built cargo fleet ships used in WWII and 
the Korean War. This number only included about sixty African Americans, 
“half of them office porters and half common laborers.”5 Again, African 
Americans were denied many industrial job opportunities and instead were 
relegated to “separate occupational niches” that offered, “services to [their] 
own race.”6 Even after the Korean War, many African Americans in New 
Orleans were denied local civil service jobs, positions associated with the 
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business sector, and craft apprenticeships. Thus, African Americans remained 
at the lowest level of the occupational ladder, while whites climbed it at a 
steady rate. 
The impulse underlying these instances of housing and employment 
inequalities in New Orleans was a system of legalized discriminatory policies 
based on race known as Jim Crow laws. These “separate but equal” laws 
ensured that schools, public transportation, and restaurants were segregated 
by race. Even churches, particularly the Catholic Church, “had developed a 
coherent, carefully organized strategy of segregating black Catholics into 
separate parishes.”7 Jim Crow laws accomplished more than the physical 
separation of whites and African Americans; they created a culture that 
normalized racial violence against African Americans living in New Orleans. 
For example, by the mid-1940s, over one hundred and twenty five African 
Americans in Southern Louisiana (which includes New Orleans proper) had 
been murdered by lynch mobs.8 This type of violence persisted due to the 
state’s laissez-faire approach to lynching. An interview with Governor-turned-
Senator Long conducted by civil rights activist Roy Wilkins describes this 
type of noninterference posture towards lynching. Wilkins asked Senator 
Long about a particular lynching in Louisiana to which he responds: 
Too bad, but these slips will happen…. This one slipped up. I can’t do 
nothing about it. 
No, sir. Can’t do the dead nigra no good. Why, if I tried to go after 
those lynchers it might cause a hundred more niggers to be killed…. I told 
you there are some things even Huey Long can’t get away with. We’ll just 
have to watch out for the next one. Anyway that nigger was guilty of cold-
blooded murder.9 
Senator Long saw lynching as a “slip,” an action that required a degree of 
watchfulness, and, in the same breath, he criminalized the African American 
man hanging from the tree while exonerating the white mob responsible for 
this horrific act. While lynching in New Orleans was a rarity in the late 1940s, 
sanctioned racialized violence continued in the form of police brutality. The 
African American press in New Orleans presented officers as “killers behind 
the badge” because they “could arrest, beat and kill blacks without cause or 
provocation.”10 Working-class African Americans formed organized 
resistance movements against police brutality in New Orleans during the 
postwar years. Unfortunately, white policemen saw themselves as protectors 
of the segregated way of life, and they continued to inflict violence on 
disenfranchised persons of color. Resistance, then, was met with increased 
brutality. This violence, primarily against poor and working-class African 
Americans, generated a particular national image of the New Orleans Police 
Department (NOPD). The NOPD was seen as “arguably one of the most 
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brutal, corrupt, and incompetent police units in the United States in the post-
war period.”11 
Residential and employment inequalities conjoined with a Jim Crow culture 
of racial violence that characterized the everyday life realities of African 
Americans in New Orleans during the Depression and postwar eras. 
Moreover, these conditions taken together also informed the health of these 
same individuals. For example, a report conducted by Flint-Goodrich 
Hospital, an African American hospital established in New Orleans in 1916, 
revealed that unpaved streets in African American neighborhoods were being 
filled with garbage and animal carcasses.12 Additionally, people living in 
tenements that did not have indoor plumbing used toilets that were placed in 
the yard. Over five hundred African Americans were living in a neighborhood 
where thirty-six of their tenement buildings had been condemned by the city. 
Another report by the Housing Authority of New Orleans concluded, 
“crowded and unsanitary conditions in New Orleans negro slums were large 
contributing factors to adult and infant mortality in this race of people.”13 
Between 1908 and  1940, the mortality rate for African Americans in New 
Orleans was approximately between twenty and thirty-three per thousand, 
with communicable diseases like tuberculosis accounting for a considerable 
portion of this rate.14 New Orleans’ Charity Hospital established the Colored 
Tuberculosis Clinic in an attempt to address this epidemic among African 
Americans; however, disproportional distribution of funds between this clinic 
and the separate all-white John Dilbert Tuberculosis Clinic thwarted this 
effort. There was also a profound deferential of hospital equipment allocations 
between the two clinics, with the Dilbert Clinic receiving three times the 
amount of funding than what was given to its African American counterpart.15 
Furthermore, while Charity provided almost an equal number of hospital beds 
to African Americans, its efforts were overshadowed by Jim Crow policies. 
African Americans were more likely to be treated as outpatients than their 
white counterparts. For instance, Charity Hospital treated 249,027 African 
American outpatients in comparison to 128,244 whites in 1946.16 African 
Americans also complained about the conditions of “colored” intake 
departments at Charity, one citing that patients quite often had to stand on their 
feet from 8:30 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. before gaining admission.17 Separation of 
hospital beds, blood, and patient files in addition to the refusal of white nurses 
to care for admitted patients of color further compounded the harsh realities 
of African Americans in New Orleans during the 1930s and 1940s. 
Political and spiritual functions of healing in Spiritualist Churches 
Despite these social, economic, and health conditions, New Orleans’ 
Spiritualist Churches proliferated between 1930 and 1950. In the 1930s, about 
one hundred churches out of six hundred predominately African American 
denominations identified as Spiritualist or Spiritual.18 More than fifty of these 
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churches can be officially documented.19 By 1950, the following four 
Spiritualist associations had been established in New Orleans: Divine 
Spiritualist Churches of the Southwest (Reverend Thomas Watson and 
Reverend E. J. Johnson), Divine Helping Hand Spiritual Church of Christian 
Love Association (Mother Mamie Reason), Everlasting Gospel Eternal Life 
Christian Spiritual Churches of Christ (Bishop Bessie S. Johnson), and Israel 
Universal Divine Spiritual Churches of Christ (Archbishop Ernest J. Johnson). 
The roster of these associations consisted of local churches but also included 
ecclesiastical sites in Texas, Chicago, Detroit, New York, and Pennsylvania. 
Archbishop Johnson described the rapid growth of Spiritualist Churches 
during this period in an interview with anthropologists Claude Jacobs and 
Andrew Kaslow. Archbishop Johnson stated: 
They was migrating out of them [other] churches like mad. You see, the 
Spiritual church in [the 1930s], if you didn’t get there let’s say ahead of 
time, you weren’t going to get in. No kind of way! They didn’t have too 
many big churches. But the folk used to have meetings in halls, any kind of 
hall, big places. They would have tables and boxes, and make altars. People 
saw something in the Spiritual church and used to have some mighty good 
readers at that time. Prophets! And a lot of good healing.20 
[emphasis mine] 
From the onset, Archbishop Johnson established a correlation between an 
increase in Spiritualist Church membership and a growing dissatisfaction with 
traditional African American churches in New Orleans. According to him, 
people were “migrating out” of their “home” churches and joining Spiritualist 
Churches “like mad.” In order to accommodate these large numbers, many 
Spiritualist leaders, particularly those with small church buildings, conducted 
their services in larger auditoriums such as the Longshoreman Hall and Dewey 
Hall. They converted these civic halls into religious spaces and filled them 
with makeshift altars dedicated to spirit guides like the Blessed Mother, St. 
Michael, and Black Hawk. Some leaders renovated and expanded their current 
properties, while others purchased large plots of land to construct several 
multi-purpose buildings to meet the demands of their growing membership.21 
These expansion projects took place during a historical moment of economic 
and social crisis both locally and nationally, which demonstrates that 
uncertainty did not deter people from joining Spiritualist Churches. Instead, 
they made personal sacrifices to support and assist leaders in building larger 
spaces or renting civic halls in the city. Gospel drummer Melvin Washington 
provided a firsthand account of these sacrifices in the building of St. Anthony 
Divine Spiritual Temple in the early 1940s: “It was built by the congregation.” 
He continued,  
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People donated their time and labor. My daddy donated the steel and laid 
the foundation. I was a little boy. I used to pick up one cement block at a 
time and give it to Deacon St. Cyr to help build the church.22  
People like Washington and his family donated their time and money because 
they, in the words of Archbishop Johnson, “saw something in the Spiritual 
Church.”23 So the question remains: What was this something that drew so 
many people who were willing to make sacrificial contributions to Spiritualist 
Churches during the Great Depression and postwar years? For Archbishop 
Johnson the answer is quite simple, “good healing.” 
Healing, as conducted in Spiritualist Churches from the 1930s through the 
1950s, involved using various systems of rituals to address or fix an 
individual’s broken state or states. Fractured conditions could take many 
forms. Physical illness, emotional distress, economic disruption, and social 
marginalization represent only a few examples of rifts that healers attempted 
to mend. This act of mending was the overall objective of the healing process, 
for it was through mending that the person returned back to an original state 
of wholeness. Ultimately, the healing process provided a divided individual 
with a way to be made whole again, to be healed. 
Healing rituals varied among Spiritualist Churches in the city, yet contained 
within these differences was a common thread. Whether conducted in a public 
service or a private session, every Spiritualist healing ritual contained a four-
step process that consisted of separation, invocation, identification, and 
reintegration. The first step, separation, involved removing the afflicted 
person from the group. In a public healing ritual, the person could either 
voluntarily walk to the front of the church, or the healer, usually the leader of 
the Spiritualist Church, called the person out during the prophesy (i.e. reading) 
portion of the program. An afflicted person that sought healing in a private 
setting underwent a form of separation as soon as she stepped into the healer’s 
consulting room. The second step, invocation, called forth spirit guides. In the 
Spiritualist faith, these spirit guides are divinely authorized intermediaries that 
provide receptive individuals with guidance, protection, and companionship. 
These guides also play an important role in healing. Spirit guides not only 
reveal the source of the illness to the petitioning healer, but they provide these 
same healers with a prescription, which if accurately performed, will result in 
the actual healing. Black Hawk, St. Paul, St. Expedite, and St. Anthony were 
a few of the many spirit guides called on by popular healers from the 1930s 
throughout 1950s like Mother Dora Tyson, Father Lloyd Thomas, Mother 
Maude Shannon, Mother Mamie Reason, and Bishop Wilbert A. Anthony. The 
third step of the healing process was the identification of the cause behind the 
illness and the administering of the remedy. In the system of Spiritualist 
healing, illnesses (i.e. conditions) resulted from either natural causes or 
unnatural causes. Natural causes were physical, mental, and even social agents 
that produced illnesses such as diabetes and psychological disorders like 
depression, paranoia, and social isolation. Unnatural causes “refer to sorcery 
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and rituals that produce evil, or to works of the devil and ‘seducing’ spirits 
that are sometimes said to be attracted to victims whose minds are full of 
malicious thoughts.”24 The proscriptive phase of the third step would begin 
once the healer identified the cause of the illness. Remedies included laying 
on hands, rubbing the afflicted body with water or oil, prayer, and the 
manipulation of material objects. The final step of healing rituals conducted 
in Spiritualist Churches was the reintegration of the newly restored person 
back into the church assembly or community at large. 
Embedded in this four-step process are two inherent qualities that define 
healing in New Orleans Spiritualist Churches: a political posture and a 
spiritual orientation. The political posture of healing is built on three building 
blocks: resistance, transformation, and empowerment. bell hooks offers a 
helpful way to view resistance. For her, resistance involves individuals 
confronting pain, with an attempt to act in a way to alleviate it.25 A similar 
notion of resistance is found in the healing practices of Spiritualists. In the 
separation phase of the healing process, the healer and the petitioner 
acknowledge the illness or condition as one that needs to be fixed. The 
individual is subjected to various rituals to confront the pain or illness. This 
confrontation of the illness is a form of resistance. Individuals, under the 
guidance of the healer, actively confront those agents that are responsible for 
their current fractured state. Mother Dora Tyson, an early Spiritualist who 
practiced in the city well through the late 1930s, provided an example of this 
type of confrontation. In an interview with Louisiana federal writers, she 
shared details about how she healed a woman. This particular woman had had 
little success with the doctors at Charity Hospital. “No, the doctors [could] not 
understand it,” she stated. Mother Tyson, under the direction of her spirit guide 
Black Hawk, identified the cause of the woman’s intense chest pain. “This 
woman,” exclaimed Mother Tyson, “had a bat in her chest [that] was moving 
up and down. They [doctors] can’t do nothing.”26 So Mother Tyson placed oil 
on her hands and rubbed the woman’s chest, which caused the woman to 
“pass” the bat. Since this form of healing involved recognizing the cause of 
the pain in addition to combating physical distress, Mother Tyson’s healing 
constitutes a form of resistance. 
This mode of resistance is closely connected to the transformative aspect of 
healings conducted in African American Spiritualist Churches. In these 
healings, persons in fractured states enter into ritual schemes where they, 
together with the healer, resist the source that has resulted in their condition. 
On the other side of such ritualized resistance is wholeness. It is through 
healing that the petitioner’s former conditions of brokenness are fixed, 
resulting in a new state of wholeness. Sometimes this transformation is visible 
in the physical body of the individual. Renowned healer Mother Shannon 
provides an example of this type of physical transformation when she 
recounts, “Then there was this man who I cured of being nervous. Me and the 
congregation prayed for him to get well and he got well one day during our 
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services. He doesn’t shake and he is not nervous anymore.”27 While Mother 
Shannon does not reveal the cause of the man’s nervousness, she does identify 
the condition and the prescribed treatment. The man is cured of his 
nervousness through collective prayer along with Mother Shannon’s laying 
her hands on his head. Father Thomas, another prominent healer in the 1930s, 
maintained that he had brought sight to the blind and made the lame to walk. 
After being touched by Father Thomas, a blind man proclaimed that he felt a 
change because he could now see the lights in the church. In another one of 
Father Thomas’ healing services, a lame man left his crutches at the altar and 
walked out of the church “minus the stick that he needed for many a year since 
his birth.”28 
Healers of the Spiritualist faith also promised transformation beyond 
physicality. An example of this can be found in an advertisement for a revival 
service held at Helping Hand Christian Spiritualist Church (also known as 
Helping Hand Christian Spiritual Tabernacle). It reads: 
Beginning Friday, September 16, we will hold our great revival campaign 
at the Longshoreman’s Hall, Jackson Avenue, praying for the sick, blind 
and lame, healing diseases. Those who are in trouble, your loved ones 
who have strayed from the family circle, come and see what can be done 
through prayers. Those given up to die by doctors, and pronounced 
incurable, come and let us pray for you…. Those of you who have tried 
everybody and everything else, come once and try God and see for 
yourself.29 
Large crowds would attend these healing events, and so they were often 
conducted in large civic halls like the Longshoreman’s Hall. This location also 
served as the originating point of the first African American Spiritualist 
Church of New Orleans. Beyond this significance, the advertisement 
highlights the activities that would take place at the revival. There are 
promises of physical healings. The lame, the blind, and those suffering from 
incurable illnesses would be healed through prayer. In other words, what 
Mother Crosier, the leader of Helping Hand, promised was a transformation 
of one’s physical condition. However, she took it a step further. She assured 
potential attendees that their troubles, which included broken relationships, 
could be fixed, but only if they subjected themselves to prayer along with 
corresponding healing rituals.30 Consequently, individuals living during these 
tumultuous times of the 1930s flocked to these healing services. They desired 
to resist physical and social brokenness, so that their bodies and circumstances 
could be restored. 
Spiritualist healing, in addition to containing resistant and transformative 
properties, became a source of empowerment for marginalized people in New 
Orleans. Individuals who participated in these healing rituals confronted their 
illnesses or broken conditions head on. The participant and healer worked 
together to gain control over the natural and/or unnatural cause responsible 
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for the participant’s fractured condition. In this way, they gained control over 
their circumstances. These same individuals who suffered the daily atrocities 
of poverty, racism, and health disparities took control over their destiny, 
circumstances, and to a lesser degree their local environment.31 In other 
words, individuals, once they saw themselves or their circumstances as fixed, 
were empowered. They were able to resist the harsh realities of Jim Crow New 
Orleans. This mode of resistance should not be seen as an accommodating 
stance; rather, it is one that promotes daily survival as a way to combat 
oppression. This type of resistance “means more than just reacting against 
one’s oppressors, it means envisioning new habits of being, different ways to 
live in the world.”32 Healing served as a viable outlet where participants could 
acquire a degree of wholeness, a new way of seeing themselves, despite what 
was shown to them in their surrounding ethos. Healing empowered them and 
served as a type of, what womanist theologian Stephanie Mitchem calls, 
“resistance culture” in that it may not have represented a mode of systematic 
defiance, but it is directly “tied to the efforts to survive and thrive in face of 
insurmountable odds.”33 Therefore, healings conducted in Spiritualist 
Churches were indeed political in nature. They offered modes of resistance, 
transformation, and empowerment. 
In addition to this political posture, Spiritualist healing embodies a spiritual 
orientation. This disposition finds expression in the second and third steps 
carried out in Spiritualist healing. As indicated earlier, the second phase of 
healing involves calling forth a particular spirit guide. Some healers of the 
1930s and 1940s such as Mother Tyson and Mother Reason offered prayer and 
burned candles to invoke spirits like Black Hawk, St. Magnolia, St. Peter, and 
St. Rita to assist them in their healing rituals. For example, Mother Tyson used 
the following prayer to call forth the spirit of Black Hawk: “My dear Black 
Hawk, I’m coming to you with all prayers and grace and I think you is the best 
saint that spiritualist has.”34 According to her, this acknowledgment of the 
spirit’s power is the very catalyst needed to move through the next phases of 
the healing process. Other healers invoked spirits with music. For instance, 
Bishop Hawkins, whose Black Hawk healing services drew people from as 
far as Chicago from the 1940s through the 1960s, used upbeat tempos played 
on the drums, piano, and organ to bring down the spirit of Black Hawk. When 
Black Hawk entered, as one member recalled, “Bishop Hawkins starts to 
dance.” He continued, “The spirit takes control of his [Bishop Hawkins’] 
body, and spins him around, his cape flaring; he dances down the aisle calling 
people out in his congregation.”35 Using Bishop Hawkins as a conduit, Black 
Hawk takes control of the healing service. Not only will he attend to those 
who have already been separated and marked for healing, but also, because he 
is in control, Black Hawk will call forth additional attendees who are also in 
need of healing. Thus, spirit manifestation signals a transition from the 
invocation phase to the identification and prescriptive phase of the healing 
ritual. 
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As indicated earlier in this section, the third step begins with identifying the 
cause responsible for the person’s fractured condition. Often times, 
Spiritualist healers identified unnatural causes as the source of an illness. Evil 
spirits represent one form of this causality. For example, these spirits, most 
often presented as Satan or the devil, would possess a person’s mind or body. 
Such possession expressed itself in the form of physical pain or mental 
anguish. Quite often healers associated this type of affliction with hoodoo. 
Hoodoo here being defined as a system of transplanted African-derived rituals 
and practices transmitted through the esoteric practices of human agents.36 
Thus, healers conducted rituals with the primary aim of exorcising out the evil 
spirit. Mother E. E. Keller-Morris was well known for this type of healing. 
She “cured inferiority complexes by driving evil spirits out of those who have 
been hoodooed.”37 Specifically, Mother Keller-Morris used various ritual 
schemes to drive out spirits that were responsible for her client’s mental 
distress. 
Father Thomas also exorcised evil spirits that caused various types of 
illnesses. He dealt specifically with “crying spirits” that caused people to cry 
uncontrollably with the intent of disrupting their day-to-day routine. In an 
interview with federal writer Robert McKinney, Father Thomas described his 
confrontation with this particular type of spirit. He told McKinney about a 
man that came to him suffering from insomnia because of uncontrollable 
weeping. Under the influence of his spirit guide, St. Paul, Father John 
identified the spirit responsible for this man’s suffering, Black Hawk. What is 
interesting here is that most New Orleans spiritualists during this time viewed 
Black Hawk as a helpful spirit. However, Black Hawk was also very popular 
in New Orleans Voodoo, which is why Father Thomas saw him as an evil 
spirit, an unnatural cause responsible for this man’s condition. Black Hawk, 
according to him, was no match for St. Paul. Since a spirit agent was 
responsible for the man’s crying, a stronger spirit was needed to combat this 
evil force. Spirits called upon in the second phase not only reveal the evil 
agent, but also instruct the healer on how to deal with it. Rose and olive oils, 
holy water, herbs, and tree bark are many of the materials that healers were 
instructed to use in the prescriptive part of the ritual. Returning to the healing 
of the crying man, Father Thomas claimed that St. Paul instructed him on how 
to heal this man. “I washed him, [meaning] I sprinkled water all over him,” he 
explained. “He kept crying because he was certain that Black Hawk would 
ride him again tonight, but Black Hawk never came because [the man] was 
blessed with holy water.”38 The spirit of St. Paul not only identified the spirit 
causing the condition, but also he outlined the prescription Father Thomas’ 
client needed to follow in order to be healed. The spirit guide, St. Paul, then, 
was in control of the healing process, while Father Thomas, the healer, served 
as the interlocutor between spiritual and temporal dimensions. He is the 
instrument that the spirit worked through to achieve the healing. 
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The presence of spirits in the invocation, identification, and prescriptive 
phases shape the contours of the spiritual posture of Spiritualist healing. 
However, this spiritual orientation is also evident in follow-up work that the 
client must perform after the actual healing. For instance, the man who was 
healed of the crying spirit had to burn a white candle (the color of St. Paul) 
and drink holy water (blessed by Father Thomas) for one week after the 
healing.39 Recipients of healings at Mother Tyson’s St. Magnolia service were 
required to burn a blue candle in their homes and read the St. Magnolia prayer 
three times a day.40 This ritual, according to Mother Dora, would protect the 
individual’s home from evil forces that sought to destroy it. By performing 
this ritual, the individual called on the spirit of St. Magnolia to protect their 
home. Within the confines of the ritual, home has a dual representation. The 
home represents the actual physical infrastructure as well as the physical body 
of the individual, which healers maintained embodied the individual’s spirit. 
These follow-up rituals held the person accountable for maintaining their 
restored condition. By assigning follow-up rituals, the healer “bolsters 
individuals’ belief in their ability to care for themselves.”41 This mode of self-
help encouraged clients to “take charge of their own afflictions, and by 
extension, to take charge of conflicts that occur within their [daily] lives as 
well.”42 Accordingly, the interactions between clients and the spirits they call 
forth in these rituals is what affords the client the power to navigate through 
the rough terrain of New Orleans’ daily life. This type of spiritually induced 
movement represented a type of self-awareness, “the coming into greater 
awareness not only of who [they] are but their relationship within community 
which is so profoundly political.” [emphasis mine]43 
Here, this section comes full circle. Healing in Spiritualist Churches is 
about physical, mental, and spiritual healing. It is also about the political, “the 
everyday contestation of a community in the face of discrimination, socially-
embedded racism and internalized oppression.”44 Thus, these healings possess 
both political and spiritual functions. They empower individual clients to 
resist their fractured conditions. This resistance transfers into their 
engagement with and survival of unequal distribution of housing, finances, 
and healthcare during Reconstruction and the postwar years in New Orleans. 
Spiritualist healing became a “valuable resource for resistance.”45 But more 
than this – these therapeutic practices profoundly demonstrate how “the 
supernatural realm [can] offer alternative possibilities for empowerment.”46 
These political and spiritual aspects of healing represent the continuation of a 
blended approach to social inequalities put into place by Mother Anderson in 
the city’s first African American Spiritualist Church, Eternal Life Christian 
Spiritualist Church. 
Case study analysis of the “politico-spiritual” orientation of 
Spiritualist healing 
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This politico-spiritual model, while evident in the healing activities offered in 
this section, was explicitly captured in the healing enterprises of two of the 
most influential healers in New Orleans in the 1930s. What follows is a 
treatment of a smaller sample of rituals conducted by Mother Clara James 
Hyde and Mother Kate Francis. These case studies offer a closer look at the 
variety of ways that these healers used ritual performances of healing as an 
indirect means to address conditions of social inequalities. 
The healing ministry of Mother Clara James Hyde, conjurer of spirits 
Raised in Magnolia, Mississippi, Mother Hyde spent most of her adult life in 
New Orleans. Little is known about her introduction to the Spiritualist faith, 
but what is known is the vital role that she played in the proliferation of 
Spiritualism during the 1920 and 1930s. She opened St. James Temple of 
Christian Faith No 2. in 1923.47 The church was named after her father 
Reverend Edmond James, a Methodist minister in Mississippi. By 1938, 
Mother Hyde had established thirty-eight Spiritualist Churches in Louisiana, 
Alabama, Texas, Arkansas, Illinois, and New York. Interestingly, some of 
these churches were all-white congregations, and it would appear that these 
church leaders and congregants had no issue with belonging to a Spiritualist 
association led by an African American woman. These white leaders were, 
even during the tumultuous racial climate of the 1930s, “proud to state that 
they are disciples of Mother Hyde.”48 Unfortunately, the racial climate meant 
that establishing these churches was no easy feat for her. She had to deal with 
injunctions, legal orders directing her to refrain from establishing churches in 
certain areas. One of her early followers discussed Mother Hyde’s response to 
this type of resistance. She maintained that Mother Hyde used prayer and 
spiritual guidance to fight these legal measures. According to her, it was 
Mother Hyde’s “stick-to-it-iveness” that allowed her to resist adversity.49 This 
type of resistance led Mother Hyde to establish an interstate network of 
Spiritualist Churches, but it would go on to serve as a marker in her healing 
enterprise. 
Beyond her exceptional leadership abilities, Mother Hyde became more 
well known for her healing prowess. Evidence of her healing abilities 
happened at the age of seven, when she healed a man in her hometown of 
Magnolia. From then Mother Hyde knew that she was called to heal. It is 
important to note that other prominent healers in New Orleans’ Spiritualist 
Churches also proclaimed to have received the call to heal at an early age. 
Mother Augusta, founder of St. Expedite Temple and prominent healer in the 
1940s, for example, claimed that she was born with the gift. She spoke about 
how her “Auntie Sarah” would punish her for healing people, primarily 
because she believed that children should not function in this capacity.50 
While Mother Hyde’s healing abilities began in Mississippi, they would 
come to fruition in the Crescent City. Mother Hyde offered public healing 
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services every Sunday, Monday, and Wednesday night. Like other Spiritualist 
healings, Mother Hyde’s curative services involved the usage of the four-step 
process. However, her healings, unlike early leaders like Mother Leafy 
Anderson and Mother Catherine, emphasized the vital role that Scripture and 
prayer played in the healing process. Afflicted individuals who wanted to be 
healed would first separate themselves from the rest of the attending crowd. 
This separation was followed by their public confession of need. Within these 
confessions individuals verbally testified about their illness. Such a move 
signaled both recognition of the illness and a willingness to resist the illness. 
Once this testimonial period ended, Mother Hyde would read Scripture in 
order to invoke spirits. Specifically, she called on “departed ancestors” (i.e. 
angels) to identify the illness and provide a remedy for the petitioning 
individual’s illness. Most often the curative portion of the healing involved 
the administering of a prayer over the individual and laying on hands on the 
afflicted area(s). The laying on the hands involved her vigorously rubbing the 
afflicted area with oil. The ultimate success of the cure, though, involved the 
petitioning person’s faith in the administration of the prescription. This faith, 
according to Mother Hyde, would empower the individual to reintegrate into 
the general population as a healed person, one possessing a certain degree of 
empowerment over their previously fractured state. This combination of the 
invocation of spirit guides through Scripture, prayer, physical contact, and 
faith, expressed by both the healer and client, became the primary marker of 
Mother Hyde’s healing enterprise. Her “cures by prayer,” her ability to cure 
illnesses through prayer, attracted hundreds of people to her temple each week 
throughout the 1930s.51 So great were these crowds that she became known 
as the successor of Mother Catherine. 
Mother Hyde was renowned for her public demonstrations of healing. Yet, 
she became equally known for her private healing rituals. Anthropologist and 
folklorist Zora Neale Hurston offered one of the few documented accounts of 
this type of healing in her ethnographic study “Hoodoo in America.” She 
began the description by writing that: 
Mother Hyde combines conjure and spiritualism. She burns candles as do 
the Catholics, sells the spirit oil, but gives a “cake” to be used with the 
oil. This bit of cake, saturated with spirit oil, is enclosed in a salve box 
with “God be with us” written on top.52 
From the on-set, Hurston used material culture as a means to categorize 
Mother Hyde’s healing practices as a conjunction of conjuring and 
Spiritualism. On the one hand, the employment of candles denotes 
Catholicism, while the invocation of God, a spirit being, represented the 
Spiritualist faith. The presence of a cake and a salve box, on the other hand, 
were objects that were commonly associated with the practice of hoodoo in 
New Orleans. The spirit oil served a dual function in that it was used as 
anointing oil in churches and as an invoking agent in both Spiritualist 
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Churches and hoodoo rituals. These religious systems, while they seem 
contradictory in their doctrine, were seen as complementary in their outcomes. 
Spiritualist healers like Mother Hyde found both systems instrumental in her 
healing enterprise because she could “readily move between Christianity and 
Conjure,” for both were “viable systems” that allowed her to “access the 
supernatural world.”53 Accordingly, it is this access to the supernatural that 
determined the overall course of the healing. 
Hurston, after introducing the guiding belief tenets and materiality of the 
ritual, continued her discourse on Mother Hyde’s private healing rituals with 
a detailed transcription of a prescription that was given to her by the healer: 
[She] told me, “In case of trouble, arise at dawn and face the east. Take the 
vial of spirit oil in one hand and the cake (in its box) in the other. Read the 
Twenty-Third Psalm and let that be your prayer. When you come to the part, 
‘Thou anointest my head with oil,’ shake the bottle well and pour three drops 
on your head and anoint your head. Do this every time you want to conquer 
and accomplish.”54 
[emphasis mine] 
There are a few observations worth noting here. First, while Hurston did not 
explicitly share with readers her reasoning behind her visit to Mother Hyde, 
the healer gave her instructions on how to deal with potential trouble. In the 
Spiritualist tradition, the term, “trouble,” is used interchangeably with 
problems or conditions, each “referring to anything – physical, psychological, 
or social – that causes an individual to suffer.”55 Thus, trouble in any form is 
the condition that must be combated. Secondly, Mother Hyde gives Hurston a 
detailed prescription to follow in order to resist her troubles. At the first sight 
of trouble, Hurston is instructed to get up early and face the east. Dawn, 
specifically between 5 a.m. and 6 a.m., is a favorable time to conduct “good” 
work as this is the time the sun rises in the east. The rising sun generally 
symbolizes the spirit of God in the Spiritualist faith, but for Mother Hyde the 
sun was also synonymous with the spirits of departed ancestors that she quite 
often called on in her healing rituals. Once in this position, Mother Hyde 
instructs Hurston to place the vial of spirit oil in one hand and the enclosed 
cake in the other. Both the oil and cake serve as agents meant to invoke a spirit 
or spirits. Like other Spiritualist healers, Mother Hyde believed that oil was a 
powerful agent in calling forth intercessory spirits, deceased ancestors who 
would enter into the temporal dimension to guide the person through the 
process of healing. The cake is considered a sweet offering, meant to further 
invoke the spirit. Then Hurston, with offerings in hand, reads Psalm 23. 
Sociologist of religion Erwan Dianteill, in his work La Samaritaine Noire, 
discusses the importance of Psalm 23 in the healing rituals of contemporary 
Spiritualist Churches.56 For Mother Hyde, bible verses like Psalm 23 called 
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spirits to action. The action of these spirits is reciprocated through Hurston’s 
act of anointing her head with oil. 
Healing, as displayed in the preceding ritual prescription, illustrates how a 
fractured individual is brought back into a state of wholeness by way of 
reciprocal action. The intercessory activity of spirits depended on the 
individual following a prescribed ritual. In this way, petitioning persons are 
held accountable for their healing. They must not only follow the prescription 
as given, but they, especially those who turn to Mother Hyde to address their 
problems, must believe in the efficacy of their actions. Their belief in the 
intercessory powers of spirits is an acknowledgement that these divine agents 
possess the ability to combat any state of brokenness (i.e. trouble). When the 
individual performs the prescribed ritual with a confidence of certainty in the 
spirit’s power, the individual resists the condition or affliction. Then, the act 
becomes a form of resistance. Hurston is instructed by Mother Hyde to follow 
the administered prescription to conquer trouble and accomplish healing. 
Overall, Mother Hyde urged her clients like Hurston to take control over their 
situations. With the help of their guiding spirits, the individual was 
empowered to operate as though they controlled their daily existence. 
The mantra of resistance, empowerment, and spirit dependence that was 
evident in Mother Hyde’s healing enterprise would continue after her death in 
1938. For example, her protégé Mother Estelle Keller-Morris would go on to 
become a prominent healer throughout the 1940s.57 More importantly, Mother 
Keller-Morris became a well-known civil rights activist. She served as board 
member and leading delegate for the NAACP in New Orleans. Additionally, 
she was active in the People Defense Fund, a voter registration and education 
group based in the Crescent City.58 In this way, the political strand of 
resistance and empowerment and the spiritual strand of restoration through 
spirit invocation that characterized Mother Hyde’s healing ministry would be 
further translated into an even more explicit politico-spiritual approach to 
social inequalities by her followers. 
The healing enterprise of Mother Kate Francis, “the barefoot miracle 
worker” 
Mother Kate Francis, known simply as Mother Kate, joined the Spiritualist 
Movement in the early 1920s. Her husband described her calling to the faith 
in an in-depth interview with The New Orleans Item, a daily newspaper 
published for a white readership. “It was 15 years ago when Mother Kate got 
the call,” her husband recalled. “She was ironing for some white folks up at 
Pine and Green streets when the voice called her [and said] she got to stop that 
[ironing] and start working for God.”59 Despite her white employer calling her 
crazy, Mother Kate joined the Spiritualist faith and received her training from 
the founder of New Orleans’ first Spiritualist Church, Mother Anderson. In 
1924, Mother Kate opened St. Michael Temple No. 1 (St. Michael’s), named 
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in honor of her primary spirit guide. St. Michael was a biblically based spirit 
that was popular with Spiritualists because of his power to combat and 
conquer the devil.60 By 1939, Mother Kate had established twenty-eight 
temples, with twelve of them located in New Orleans.61 These temples were 
known as sub-churches for they were opened in the name of St. Michael by 
co-workers who received a charter from Mother Kate. Co-workers were able 
to open their own sub-churches after they successfully completed Mother 
Kate’s tuition paid demonstration classes. Thus, this expansion was based on 
the economic development program (discussed in Chapter 1) initiated by 
Mother Anderson. This franchise model created opportunities for sub-
churches to accumulate profits, primarily through tuition-based developing 
courses. Mother Kate, like Mother Anderson, used the Spiritualist Church as 
a platform to provide economic security to some African American women in 
New Orleans. “I got confidence in what Mother [Kate] stands for,” one 
follower proclaimed. “She was a woman among women.”62 All of Mother 
Kate’s sub-churches operated under the same mantra: “Prayer and faith will 
cure any disease.” This mantra appeared on a placard attached to the front of 
each church. Accordingly, it was this emphasis on healing that would come to 
characterize her Spiritualist activities in New Orleans. 
Initially, Mother Kate treated people in her home. Her husband, Louis 
Francis, recalled one of her first healings. “One woman, her leg had been bad 
for eleven years, doctors give up on her,” proclaimed Louis. “In twenty-one 
days she was good as new [because] Kate worked on her.”63 Mother Kate 
would go on to heal people in her community, and these therapeutic activities 
would seal her notoriety. They, in her husband’s words, “settled Kate’s fame.” 
Despite her immediate success, she could not open a church without the 
blessing of her mentor, Mother Anderson. According to Ellen Fairwell, one of 
her followers, Mother Kate provided evidence of her healing abilities to secure 
Mother Anderson’s approval. One day, while in the company of her mentor, 
Mother Kate instructed another one of Mother Anderson’s students to lie 
down. “The woman laid down,” proclaimed Fairwell, “and Mother Kate ain’t 
done nothing but pulled a live devil out of her stomach.”64 As a result of this 
healing, Mother Kate would go on to open St. Michael’s with the blessing of 
Mother Anderson. 
Mother Kate, due to her growing popularity as a healer in the 1930s, 
relocated her healing practice from her home to St. Michael’s. Healings were 
integrated into St. Michael’s Friday and Sunday night services. Each service 
began with Mother Kate and her co-workers (i.e. Assistant Mothers) marching 
barefoot down the center aisle of the church. According to Mother Kate, those 
with uncovered feet were closest to God. They were also dressed in all white 
and wore a headpiece embroidered with the St. Michael’s insignia. This 
procession ended once the party reached the primary altar. After communal 
singing, the demonstration period began. Individuals shared narratives about 
the good works of the spirits in general and particularly the miraculous 
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healings that they had received from Mother Kate. After numerous 
testimonies, the lights were turned off, and Mother Kate would give her 
sermon. The sermon terminated with the giving of readings. Here, Mother 
Kate received messages from the spirit world and relayed them to select 
individuals. During this time, she was known to pull messages from the air. 
She would call out the person’s name and deliver messages to them from the 
other side. Sometimes these messages served as an assurance to relatives that 
the spirits of their loved ones continued to exist on the other side. Other 
messages were meant to warn individuals of unforeseen danger. Mother Kate, 
as a result of her connection with the spirit world, could, as claimed by one of 
her mentees, “tell you what was going on in your house.”65 The reading period 
ended when the church’s lights were turned on. This action also signaled the 
beginning of the healing portion of the service. 
Embedded in the structure of Mother Kate’s healing rituals was the same 
four-step process that characterized the healing practices of other Spiritualist 
healers in New Orleans. Vignettes of healings performed by Mother Kate can 
be found in local newspapers, such as The Louisiana Weekly, The New Orleans 
Times, and The New Orleans Tribune.66 However, writers employed with the 
Louisiana Writers’ Program, a local chapter of the Federal Writers’ Project, 
provided a more comprehensive view of Mother Kate’s healing rituals. An in-
depth description and analysis of one of these rituals will allow for a 
discussion of the four-step healing process. Furthermore, this treatment 
provides a context in which to consider both the political and the spiritual 
nature of Mother Kate’s healing rituals. The particular healing to be examined 
is drawn from an interview conducted by federal writer Robert McKinney in 
1939.67 This particular ritual began when a man approached Mother Kate, 
complaining about intense pain caused by rheumatoid arthritis. By 
approaching Mother Kate in this way, the man completed the separation phase 
of the healing, for he set himself apart from the community. Immediately, 
Mother Kate looked at the man and told him that arthritis was not the source 
of his physical pain. She walked over to her St. Michael statue, tapped it on 
the shoulder, and whispered into the statue’s ear. This interaction between 
Mother Kate and the statue of St. Michael represents the start of the invocatory 
or second phase of the healing ritual. Both the rapping motion and the act of 
conversing were methods used to invoke her primary spirit guide, St. Michael. 
She then walked back to the man, instructed him to get on his knees, and began 
to pray. The words of Mother Kate’s prayer are worth quoting at length here: 
I ain’t calling on nobody but you, St. Michael, fact is, I don’t need nobody 
but you. Here is a man, I say, here is a man who wants to believe but he 
don’t know how. What does I do with people who won’t believe? … Open 
your wings and fly over us Saint Michael. Beseech us O Lord, that we 
might believe. Unloose the strength of the devil who wraps around us evil 
and despair and make us wholesome in the spirit…. We know, we know, 
Lord, we know that you have infested [me] with the power and the spirit 
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to wash away the evil spirits that swarm over us…. Give [me] the wisdom, 
the power and strength to overpower the devil, to whip him down to a 
frazzle, to wipe him away.68 
Mother Kate used this prayer to further invoke the spirit of St. Michael by 
honoring him with her words. More importantly, she recognized that St. 
Michael held the key to the man’s healing, with herself being the instrument 
through which St. Michael would work to bring about the healing. 
The verbal petition, beyond serving as an invocatory medium, contains a 
cue that signals a shift in the healing process from the second to third phase 
of identification and prescription. Mother Kate, through her communication 
with St. Michael, uncovers the true origin behind the man’s acute physical 
pain – the devil. Thus, his pain results from what Spiritualists call an unnatural 
cause. Now that the origin has been revealed, Mother Kate takes action. A 
witness of this healing asserted that “Mother Kate Francis grabbed the brother, 
threw him to the ground and poured blessed oil all over his suit.” Then, she 
called on St. Michael to “roll the devil out of his system.” What happened 
next, according to this same witness, sent congregants running out of the 
church. “[He] started rolling on the floor and started rolling little alligators out 
of his stomach,” she exclaimed. “He was kicking, singing, and rolling them 
alligators out of his belly.” Reptiles were considered physical manifestations 
of the devil. In her work on conjure, religious studies scholar Yvonne Chireau 
maintains that “accounts of reptiles and small animals circulating throughout 
the internal system are peculiar to African American sickness narratives.”69 
Next, Mother Kate picked the man up off the floor, pinned him on the wall, 
and began to give him a reading. She told him that he was misusing 
governmental relief funds that were issued to him. She chastised him for 
giving his money to a prostitute. After that Mother Kate invoked an additional 
spirit to help her with this case. She left the man, went over to her St. Peter 
altar, retrieved a red towel, touched the feet of the large St. Peter statue, and 
whispered into his ear. St. Peter is an important saint in both New Orleans 
Spiritualist Churches and New Orleans hoodoo. He holds the key to the spirit 
world. He is invoked to bring about speedy success. The red towel is used to 
further provoke this particular spirit to act. Once she had invoked St. Peter, 
Mother Kate returned to the man and told him that this prostitute had 
“hoodooed” him. St. Peter gave this information to her. She identified the 
woman as the cause of the man’s illness, for it was through her action that he 
became susceptible to an attack from the devil. Since she is responsible for 
the illness, an effective remedy would involve healing her as well. Thus, 
Mother Kate decided to conduct a ritual to draw the woman to the church. So, 
she left the man standing in the middle of church and went over to her St. 
Michael altar, where she “works her hand over a little box in the right hand 
corner.”70 Almost immediately, the woman entered the church. Mother Kate 
immediately grabbed her, and according to one witness: 
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[The woman] started hollering that she wanted religion. Mother grabbed 
her and turned her everywhere, but loose, she shook little snails out of her 
feet, and told her, “While you is hoodooin’ this man somebody is 
hoodooin’ you.” This woman looked all gizzle-eyed and stripped herself 
to show her religion. She stood there almost a naked woman. This woman 
says she seen the Lord over Mother’s shoulders. He was looking down on 
her with a mad eye, and to this the woman, said that she don’t want to sin 
no more.71 
Interestingly, Mother Kate draws a correlation between the woman and the 
man who sought the initial healing. The man’s healing was inextricably tied 
to this woman’s fractured condition. Her healing represents a catalyst needed 
to quickly return the man to a state of wholeness. The ritual ends with Mother 
Kate telling them that it is their lack of faith that has led to their volatile 
situations. Accordingly, their lifestyle choices have equally made them 
vulnerable to attacks from evil spirits, leading to illicit behavior and physical 
pain. She instructs them both to live a life guided by faith, hope, and charity 
– the three tenets of the Spiritualist faith. And, with these words, both are 
reintegrated back into the community as healed individuals. 
Contained in this detailed description of one of Mother Kate’s healings is a 
politico-spiritual orientation that characterized the healing enterprise of 
African American Spiritualist Churches in New Orleans. Evident in this ritual 
is the political nature of healing. The political orientation of Spiritualist 
healing, as noted earlier, is premised on resistance, transformation, and 
empowerment. These predicates find expression in the healing conducted by 
Mother Kate. Resistance involves acknowledgement. A dual form of 
recognition is present in this ritual. The man approaches Mother Kate and tells 
her about his pain. Here, he openly acknowledges that he has a problem that 
needs to be fixed. The second mode of acknowledgement occurs when Mother 
Kate engages her St. Michael altar, returns to the man, and invites him to enter 
into prayer. These actions represent Mother Kate’s recognition of both the pain 
and its source. A direct engagement of the condition follows this period of 
acknowledgment. She covers the man with oil and forcibly moves his body 
throughout the sanctuary. Furthermore, Mother Kate resists the pain through 
hands-on physical action. 
It is through this mode of physically engaging the condition that the man 
experiences at least two transformative states. First, he undergoes a physical 
transformation. The forcible ejection of small alligators from his abdomen 
signals the removal of agents that were responsible for his fractured state. 
Mother Kate lifts him up and presents him as a transformed individual, one 
free from the intense physical pain that he initially complained about when he 
entered the church. Since pain is an indicator of brokenness, the absence of 
the affliction is an initial sign of wholeness. However, Mother Kate identified 
another fractured area that needed to be addressed. According to her, he is 
morally bankrupt. Symptoms of this condition include financial 
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mismanagement and relationships with immoral individuals. He must be 
morally transformed. His “integrity of being” needs to be restored.72 She 
achieves this second transformative state through his confession of 
wrongdoings and the healing of the prostitute who Mother Kate identified as 
another source of this man’s conditions. In this way, Mother Kate attended to 
the man’s physical and moral condition. She provides him with a holistic 
healing. Unlike “doctors who treat only one aspect of a person – the physical,” 
Mother Kate treats the whole person by identifying various physical and social 
etiologies responsible for the fractured condition.73 Ultimately, 
transformations taking place in rituals like the one just described provide the 
healed individual with a degree of empowerment. The collaborative effort of 
the healer and client to actively resist the illness represents an effort to take 
control over the circumstances that have led to the fractured state. This sense 
of control translates into “an alternate possibility for empowerment.”74 
Individuals like the man and woman healed through Mother Kate’s ritual 
performances could be reintegrated into society as whole individuals. 
Accordingly, this type of posture cultivates a sense of self-assurance needed 
to exist and survive in an environment filled with economic, social, and health 
inequalities. 
In this sense, Mother Kate’s healing rituals possessed a political posture, 
but they are also marked by spiritual elements. Similar to African American 
conjurers, Mother Kate “appropriates invisible forces for efficacious intent.”75 
Specifically, she invokes the spirits of St. Michael and St. Peter to guide her 
through the healing process. This spiritual invoking is first and foremost an 
act of reverence. Mother Kate acknowledges the importance of her 
relationship with her spirit guides, specifically with that of St. Michael who is 
her primary control. One of her closest followers talked about the intimacy of 
this particular relationship in the following way. “As soon as she opened her 
eyes in the morning you could hear her calling on Saint Michael,” stated 
Mother Kate’s co-worker. “She prayed that Saint Michael would pour his 
blessings on her, [granting] her success and prosperity.”76 Subsequently, her 
direct interaction with St. Michael throughout her healing rituals, on the one 
hand, is meant to honor this spirit. On the other hand, her actions are meant to 
petition the spirit’s guidance throughout the healing performance. St. Michael 
along with St. Peter identify the cause, or in the preceding case, causes, behind 
the affliction. They also reveal the remedy Mother Kate follows in order to 
transform an individual’s fractured state back into a whole state of being. In 
short, the spirit leads and Mother Kate follows. Spiritual guidance plus the 
healer as an intermediary agent equals an actualization of healing. This 
therapeutic equation highlights “an ethic of responsibility” demonstrated by 
healers that “emphasizes supernatural empowerment” as a means to “offer a 
multifaceted approach to affliction in the human condition.”77 This moral 
responsibility of healers, such as Mother Hyde and Mother Kate, conjoined 
with the political and spiritual dimensions of their healing enterprises are what 
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attracted hundreds of African American people to Spiritualist Churches during 
the tumultuous period of the 1930s. 
And, the legacy continues…. 
The politico-spiritual orientation of healing that Mother Kate established 
would continue well throughout the 1940s and 1950s, specifically, in the 
healing enterprise of her brother, Father Daniel Dupont. In the late 1920s, 
Father Dupont became the leader of St. Michael Temple No. 2, which later 
became St. Daniel Spiritual Church, No. 1. He would continue to serve in this 
capacity until his death in 1963. During this thirty-year tenure in the 
Spiritualist Church movement, Father Dupont solidified his notoriety as a 
proficient healer. This fame was prominently displayed in his public healing 
services held two nights a week. Every Monday and Friday people piled into 
his church located in the uptown section of New Orleans to be healed in what 
Father Dupont called “hoodoo night” services. Unlike his sister, Mother Kate, 
Father Dupont designed and implemented a system of rituals meant to combat 
illnesses caused by hoodoo. During these services he preached sermons of 
admonition. He warned attendees to pray without ceasing on these days. 
Prayer, according to him, invoked good spirits that would protect them from 
the evil work of hoodooists, who he maintained “worked with the devil.” This 
desire to combat evil spirits explained why Father Dupont’s services were 
conducted in complete darkness. Father Dupont explained that “[we] put the 
lights out because the devil works at night in the dark and because they 
[hoodooists] work with the devil [we] must work in the dark.”78 It was his 
willingness to directly combat the devil through prayer and ritual 
performances that attracted hundreds of people to his church each week. 
Healings followed Father Dupont’s exhortative sermons. His healings, 
much like those conducted by his Spiritualist counterparts, involved the four-
step process of separation, invocation, identification and prescription, and 
reintegration. Even more importantly, spiritual and political elements were 
contained within these same healings. Father Dupont called on a pantheon of 
spirits – St. Michael, St. Peter, Jesus, God Jehovah, St. Expedite, and St. 
George – to guide him through each healing conducted at his church. The 
snapping of fingers, the burning colored candles on altars, and the playing of 
instruments were the primary techniques Father Dupont used to evoke 
spiritual assistance. Physically rubbing areas of affliction and manipulating a 
combination of everyday objects represented his prescriptive methods. One 
example of the latter method is worth noting because it resembles rituals 
employed by hoodoo practitioners. Father Dupont told one of his ailing 
members to “go put a dime in a box and he was going to burn one of those 
[altar] candles for her.”79 This ritual was reminiscent of Mother Hyde’s 
curative methods. Father Dupont instructed this same woman to return to the 
church the next week to give her testimony. While only her physical pain was 
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dealt with during the public healing, the woman revealed the true source 
behind her pain in her follow-up testimony. She shared with the audience that 
her sickness was caused by financial hardship. Her husband was without a job, 
her family was starving, and they were about to be evicted from their home. 
Sickness acted as a “metaphor not just for physical illness but for poverty.”80 
The woman testified it was Father Dupont’s curative rituals, her performance 
of suggested private rituals, and her faith in the process that led to a change. 
In one week she exclaimed, “My husband got a job and my landlord is going 
to wait for her money.”81 
While Father Dupont’s healing rituals serve to combat the condition of 
financial brokenness, the woman’s actions once again illustrate the political 
nature of healing in African American Spiritualist Churches in New Orleans. 
She resists her condition both through her subjection to the healing process 
administered by Father Dupont and through conducting private rituals that 
involved the invocation of spirits through object manipulation. She undergoes 
a transformation due to her ritualized resistance of her condition. Her 
circumstances are transformed from those characterized by economic 
uncertainty to those of stability. Assuming responsibility in her healing 
represents a degree of empowerment. She takes charge of her healing. Such a 
move affords her the confidence to stand before a huge crowd, to talk openly 
about her and her family’s difficulties, and to acknowledge the curative 
powers of methods administered by Father Dupont. This woman’s healing is 
yet another testament to the political nature of Spiritualist healing, one 
characterized by predicates of resistance, transformation, and empowerment. 
These three political modes, evident in the therapeutic practices of healers 
from the 1930s through the 1950s, characterize the social activism of 
Spiritualist leaders during decades to follow. This mode of activism 
specifically involved an introspective turn, one that was meant to combat 
policies of gender discrimination adopted by Spiritualist Churches in New 
Orleans. The next chapter focuses on how some leaders responded to these 
discriminatory policies. 
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Abstract: Chapter 4 focuses on how institutional changes in New 
Orleans’ Spiritual Churches during the 1940s led to discriminatory 
policies that directly affected female members. While the first 
three chapters of this book focus on external social constructs of 
oppression like those of racism and poverty, this chapter captures 
an introspective turn in which members began to address 
intragroup oppressive structures. Specifically, this chapter unpacks 
the various ways Spiritual women challenged the growing tide of 
discrimination in the church during the 1940s and throughout the 
1980s. 
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4 
Let the women speak 
Gender equality and self-empowerment in 
African American Spiritual Churches 
In the Spiritual Church a woman just have a voice [and] she’s 
heard. And it’s so good to hear a woman’s viewpoint because 
we’ve been sitting down so long. 
— Rev. Sylavinia Roach, “Preaching in an Afro-American Spiritual Church” 
(1991) 
Thus far, this book has focused on the socio-political and spiritual activities 
of Spiritual leaders. Attention has been given to a particular politico-spiritual 
model advanced through the efforts of early pioneers like Mother Anderson 
and Mother Catherine as well as through the healing enterprises of Mother 
Hyde and Mother Kate. Focusing on the advancement of this blended 
approach to reform not only illustrates the importance of social and spiritual 
transformations within New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches, but also it highlights 
the vital role that African American women played in the development and 
expansion of this same model. Since their inception in the early 1920s 
throughout the 1950s, African American women have been at the center of the 
socio-political and spiritual efforts of New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches. This 
mode of centering, as the opening excerpt indicates, allowed African 
American women to have a voice in Spiritual Churches. Unfortunately, 
organizational changes in the 1940s sought to curtail their voices. This chapter 
examines how institutional changes in the Spiritual Church led to 
discriminating policies that directly affected women. Additionally, it 
considers the various ways Spiritual women challenged this growing tide of 
discrimination in the church. Ultimately, what is shown is how African 
American women used systematic ranking, ritual practices, and preaching to 
deconstruct intragroup injustice and to construct outlets of empowerment for 
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disenfranchised women in Spiritual Churches and women in New Orleans 
more generally. 
Gender politics in Spiritual Churches of New Orleans 
African American women played a significant role in the Spiritual Church 
Movement in New Orleans. Women such as Leafy Anderson, Catherine Seal, 
Clara James Hyde, and Kate Francis were not only responsible for establishing 
the first churches in the city, but they were instrumental in putting into place 
doctrinal tenets and healing practices that would remain part of the Spiritual 
Church’s fabric throughout the 1980s. From the 1920s to the 1980s, over one 
hundred and seventy-five Spiritual Churches were founded in New Orleans, 
and over sixty percent of these churches were founded by and under the 
directorship of women.1 In addition to prominent leadership roles, women 
composed the majority of Spiritual Church congregations. The dominant 
presence of women in Spiritual Churches’ pulpits and pews led many to 
describe the movement as “a women’s movement,” a religious crusade that 
attracted hundreds of women. 
Women were drawn to the Spiritual Church Movement for a variety of 
reasons. First, the Spiritual Church offered them the opportunity to participate 
in leadership roles. For instance, women left Catholic parishes and Protestant 
churches because they were restricted to non-clerical positions. One Spiritual 
minister commented that “Baptists felt women couldn’t do certain things in 
the church.” She continued,  
If you go back to think about Mother Catherine and Mother Leafy 
Anderson, the founders of the Spiritual church, you think about women 
ministers. We have more women ministers than men ministers in the 
Spiritual church, because they were part of Baptist churches and they said 
if I can’t do it here, I’m going where I can do it.2  
Beyond paying homage to the female founders of the religion, this minister 
pinpoints why women from other denominations, particularly the Baptist 
tradition, were drawn to Spiritual Churches. Again, as discussed in the 
previous chapters, Spiritual Churches afforded women the freedom to serve 
in clerical positions that were quite often denied to them in other parishes and 
churches. In other words, as one female bishop noted, Spiritual Churches 
offered women an “opportunity to walk closer with God by being active.”3 
In addition to providing women with opportunities to participate in 
leadership roles, Spiritual Churches offered them a complex ritual system that 
they used to deal with pragmatic issues related to their social, economic, 
physical, and spiritual dimensions. Women found a degree of “satisfaction and 
solace” in Spiritual rituals because they “addressed their personal needs.”4 
These rites may have allowed women to take control of their everyday realities 
through ritualistic means; nevertheless, private and public ritual performances 
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drew unwarranted attention from local authorities. New Orleans police 
officers regularly attended the healing services of early female leaders like 
Mother Anderson and Mother Tyson. On at least two occasions, Mother 
Anderson was accused of fortunetelling and arrested for violating Ordinance 
13347, which prohibited fortunetelling in New Orleans.5 In an attempt to 
provide a rationale for the surveillance of early Spiritual Churches, Captain 
Smith, an officer who was on special duty and required to attend all of Mother 
Anderson’s meetings exclaimed, “We watched her [Mother Anderson] closely 
because she was an agitator, Communist, and racketeer. She was trying to 
excite the niggers against the whites.”6 Beyond being charged as 
fortunetellers, early church mothers were seen as political inciters who sought 
to galvanize marginalized people into action. City authorities recognized the 
political orientation of New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches under the leadership 
of mainly African American women. Despite heavy-handed surveillance, 
opportunities for ecclesiastical advancement and pragmatic ritual practices 
continued to draw women to Spiritual Churches. Interestingly, during the 
1940s, these two attractants, clerical and ritual participation, would be used 
by the minority number of male leadership to suppress the activities of 
Spiritual women in New Orleans. This move created gender inequalities that 
would persist in the Spiritual Churches throughout the 1980s. 
The actions of one local association in particular influenced the gender 
dynamics in the governing body of New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches. The 
Divine Spiritualist Churches of the Southwest (Southwest Association) was 
co-founded by Reverend Thomas B. Watson and Reverend E. J. Johnson in 
the 1930s. When it merged with Metropolitan Spiritual Churches of Christ 
(MSCC) in 1942, this association became the largest African American 
Spiritual association in the United States.7 The Southwest Association, 
beyond its size, sought to organize Spiritual Churches in New Orleans along 
lines of structure and doctrine. The association adopted a hierarchical 
structure with the College of Bishops occupying the highest level in this new 
structural organization. Prior to the merger, women were elected into the 
bishopric of the Southwest Association. For example, Bessie S. Johnson held 
the second highest position in the Southwest Association’s College of Bishops 
and presided over New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches and those located in 
surrounding rural areas. As a bishop, she made decisions about the 
foundational doctrines that would be adopted by the association. Moreover, 
she conducted ordination services for men and women who were being vested 
with varying degrees of authoritative power in the association. 8 In 1936, 
Bishop Johnson ordained women as Spiritual ministers.9 These ordained 
ministers, because they were now recognized pastors of branch churches, 
could in turn ordain other Spiritual ministers, many of whom were women. 
All of this would change after the Southwest Association’s merger with the 
MSCC, an ecclesiastical body with a more stringent organizational structure. 
Although women like Bishop Johnson were instrumental in the association’s 
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early life, Reverend Watson, acting as senior bishop, decided that “women 
should no longer be bishops in the association” during the early 1940s.10 Due 
to this legislative action, Bishop Johnson was demoted to reverend mother 
superior. Women could be mothers, deaconesses, evangelists, missionaries, 
and even teachers in the Southwest Association but not bishops. This 
structural reorganization represented what sociologists Jualynne Dodson and 
Cheryl Townsend Gilkes refer to as “militant masculinization.” According to 
them, this type of masculinization has led to the radical “suppression of black 
women’s leadership roles” in the Black Church.11 
While the segregation of authoritative power along gender lines represented 
the first move in suppressing the activities of women in Spiritual Churches, 
the masculinization and Christianization of doctrine adopted by the Southwest 
Association created a more restrictive ritual system that some women found 
less appealing. In the late 1930s, the Southwest Association formally adopted 
a doctrinal system. The sixteen articles of this doctrine appeared in a 
Louisiana Weekly article.12 Ten of the sixteen articles are listed here: 
1. We believe that God is a Spirit, and in the unity of this God head, there 
are three persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 
2. We believe in the Son, who is the Word, and the Word is God. 
3. We believe that Christ did truly rise from the dead, and ascended into 
Heaven. 
4. We believe the Holy Ghost proceedeth from the Father and Son…. He is 
coequal in power with the Father and Son. 
5. We believe that the Holy Scripture contains all things necessary to 
salvation. 
6. We believe that man by nature is sinful and unholy. Being born in sin, he 
needs to be born again, sanctified and cleansed from all sins by the blood 
of Jesus. 
7. We believe in the baptism of the Holy Ghost with the sign and seal of 
prophecy, healing and speaking in tongues. 
8. We believe as Jesus Christ our Savior taught that His Church is a Spiritual 
Church as recorded in the Gospel of John 4: 23–24. 
9. We believe in praying to the departed pious Christian souls to intercede 
to the Holy Spirit in helping us on our earthly journey. We believe that 
these departed Christian souls can help us because they are members of 
the same church, and the spiritual church in Heaven and the spiritual 
church on earth are one and the same church. 
10. We believe in the use of altars, images, and pictures of Christ and his 
saints. We do not pray to these images or pictures of saints, for they have 
no life or power to help us, nor sense to hear us; but we pray before them 
because they enliven our devotion by exciting pious affections and 
desires, and by reminding us of the sufferings of Christ and those saints, 
that we may imitate their virtues. 
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These articles are Christocentric in that they are concerned with establishing 
Christ’s position in the Trinity, recognizing Christ as the resurrected Savior, 
and substantiating the absolvable power of Christ. Furthermore, the first three 
articles ascribe a specific gender to the Godhead. God, Christ, and the Holy 
Spirit are male deities who are respectively responsible for creation, salvation, 
and intercession. God may indeed be a Spirit, but he is the Father and head of 
a male-oriented Trinity. Articles eight through ten express other elements of 
Christianization and masculinization. The Spiritual Faith is no longer defined 
by principles of Mediumship and the utilization of mediums to communicate 
with spirit guides on the other side. Instead, the Spiritual Church is “spiritual” 
because of its connection to Christ as stated in article eight. What is interesting 
here is that early female Spiritual leaders deliberately kept doctrines of 
Christology out of their churches. For instance, followers of Mother Anderson 
and attendees of her church, Eternal Life, were prohibited from even calling 
on the name of Jesus. According to Mother Anderson, “Jesus as a man was 
not important; he was merely the earthly body of a nameless spirit.”13 The new 
doctrinal system put into place by the Southwest Association opposed Mother 
Anderson’s depiction of Jesus by not only making him the focal point but by 
recognizing him as the embodiment of God and the resurrected Savior. Also, 
this theological shift recognized only departed Christian souls as spirit guides. 
No longer were non-Christian guides like Father Jones, Black Hawk, and St. 
Magnolia (another recognized Native American spirit guide) viable options 
for members to invoke. This change represented a departure from the Spiritual 
doctrine established by early mothers of the Spiritual Church. As a result, this 
shift led to the creation of a rigid ritual system that Spiritual women thought 
restricted who they could access in the spirit world and how they could tap 
into this dimension in order to meet their pragmatic needs. 
The initiatives taken by the Southwest Association during the late 1930s 
and early 1940s are important to consider. Their actions established a 
precedent that frowned upon female leadership in high-ranking offices. As 
will be shown in the following section, this sentiment persisted through the 
1980s. For instance, in 1983, the Bishop’s Council of the Southwest 
Association consisted entirely of men, while female leadership was mostly 
visible in women’s departments where they served as ministers, mothers, 
missionaries, musicians, and teachers.14 Also, the collapsing of the Spiritual 
faith into just another Christian denomination ostracized some Spiritual 
women who ascribed to doctrines and practices that were now deemed as 
sacrilege. Consequently, demarcations were made between Spiritual Churches 
that ascribed to Christianity and were members of the Southwest Association 
and independent Spiritual churches that patterned themselves more on ritual 
practices and belief systems instituted by female pioneers of the New Orleans’ 
Spiritualist Movement. This type of characterization continued through the 
1980s. For example, some Spiritual Churches were considered “Black Hawk” 
churches because they acknowledged him as a spirit guide and devoted weekly 
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services to him. Others though, maintained that their churches were strictly 
Christian denominations, which led to the establishment of coalitions with 
non-Spiritual African American churches in New Orleans. Definitive steps 
taken to redefine the role that women played in Spiritual Churches would 
enact resistant responses from women in these same communities. Their 
resistance efforts began in the early 1940s and would continue throughout the 
late 1980s. 
Responses to gender politics in New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches 
Women responded to discriminatory acts in Spiritual Churches in several 
ways. Spiritual women left associations that denied them rights to remain in 
or to occupy high-level leadership roles. After the Southwest Association’s 
decision to prohibit women from the bishopric, female members, such as 
Bishop Johnson and Mother Reason cut their ties with the association and 
formed their own independent Spiritual alliance. In response to her demotion 
from bishop to reverend mother superior, Bishop Johnson started the 
Everlasting Gospel Eternal Life Christian Spiritual Churches of Christ. While 
Mother Reason was not demoted from her rank of “church organizer,” she 
refused to remain committed to an organization that practiced structural and 
systematic subordination along gender lines. She established the Divine 
Helping Hand Spiritual Church of Christian Love Association. By the mid-
1940s, these two leaders had merged their separate organizations together, 
creating a single Spiritual association (Helping Hand Association). 
Bishop Johnson and Mother Reason did not restrict women from 
participating in any ecclesiastical position in their organization. Women could 
serve as pastors of Spiritual Churches, and they could be ordained as bishops 
or archbishops. Ordination, then, served as another way that women resisted 
the shifting climate of gender politics in New Orleans Spiritual Churches. 
Ordinations were public ceremonies that “conferred status on each woman 
who answered the call to ministry.”15 Both Bishop Johnson and Mother-
turned-Bishop Reason conducted ordination services. In 1944, Bishop Reason 
ordained Cecile Odeal Davis Wilkerson into the bishopric. Bishop Wilkerson 
would go on to establish a Spiritual Church under the Helping Hand 
Association’s banner; however, she would later join the Southwest 
Association where she was only recognized as a reverend mother. This case is 
worth mentioning because it illustrates complexities surrounding gender 
politics in the Spiritual Church. Why would Bishop Wilkerson join an 
organization that did not recognize her as a bishop? Although she was not 
recognized as a bishop, Reverend Wilkerson opened two Spiritual Churches, 
served as the Advisor of the Evangelist Department, and was appointed to the 
highest office that a woman could hold in the Southwest Association, Queen 
Mother. Her actions, along with those of other Spiritual women like her that 
remained members of the Southwest Association, are in line with women of 
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Sanctified Churches “who created for themselves a variety of roles, careers, 
and organizations with great influence,” despite the patriarchal realities of 
their churches.16 While some of the women ordained by Bishop Johnson and 
Bishop Reason during the 1940s went their separate ways, others would go on 
to open associative churches (members of Helping Hand Association) and 
independent Spiritual Churches throughout New Orleans. In these Spiritual 
spaces, these leaders continued to initiate women into ecclesiastical leadership 
through ordination. 
The use of ordination to resist gender discrimination in Spiritual Churches 
may have begun in the 1940s but it would continue throughout the 1980s. 
Specifically, ordination services conducted during the 1980s were performed 
during the various conferences of Spiritual associations. A majority of 
ordination services were carried out in the home churches of the candidate – 
an individual who has satisfied the requirements associated with the office to 
be held after ordination. The bishop conducting the service blesses white 
garments that the candidate wears during his or her ordination. The service 
begins with the candidate being led down the church’s center aisle towards the 
front of the sanctuary. After the candidate is seated, the testimonial period 
starts. During this time, individuals, usually family and friends, speak of the 
candidate’s character. Spiritual leaders who participate in this portion of the 
service comment on the person’s qualifications to serve in a select leadership 
role. Singing, praying, and preaching follow after these testimonials. The 
service ends with an intimate encounter between the candidate and the 
officiating bishop. David Estes, in his 1989 work on clerical activities of 
Spiritual women, provides a vivid account of this last step. Bishop Edmonia 
Caldwell, founder of Prudential Spiritual Church and alleged niece of Mother 
Leafy Anderson, conducted this ordination service, ordaining another woman 
from her church. Estes writes: 
She stands face to face with the candidate, encircled by the other 
ministers, all robed in black. She begins with a charge: “I don’t give you 
no bags to use. I don’t believe in nobody sprinkling behind nobody 
door…. See, bags don’t get it. Digging pits don’t get it. [Be]cause if you 
dig one pit, you gotta dig two, and if you don’t dig them two, that same 
pit gonna fall on you.” Next, she offered a traditional chanted prayer, 
petitioning God the Father and Jesus to bless the candidate. She places a 
gold band on the woman’s finger [stating]: “When man forsake you, when 
your children forsake you, when your friends turn they back on us, let 
everyone know you been married to Jesus, and you don’t need nobody 
else.”17 
Interestingly, Bishop Caldwell’s charge to the candidate is twofold. First, she 
mandates the candidate to refrain from utilizing hoodoo as a tool of 
vindication. She does not give the candidate a gris-gris, a charm to either be 
worn on the body for protection or bag that can be used to bring about 
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misfortune to another individual. Bishop Caldwell warns the client to stay 
clear of hoodoo activities. This warning is another attempt to dissociate the 
Spiritual faith from New Orleans voodoo and hoodoo: dependency on God 
represents the cornerstone of Bishop Cadwell’s second charge. According to 
her, it is the spirit of God and Jesus (designations that are used interchangeably 
by the bishop) that will protect the candidate and strengthen her during various 
moments of social isolation brought on by the candidate’s commitment to a 
religion that in New Orleans is seen as a derivative of voodoo and hoodoo. 
The power and authority Bishop Caldwell invokes in her charge illustrates 
how women in the Spiritual Church resisted gender marginalization. Women 
like Bishop Johnson, Bishop Reason, and Bishop Caldwell carved out niches 
where they served as authoritative figures armed with the power to increase 
the number of female leaders in New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches through 
formal ordinations and other courageous acts. Therefore, by the 1980s, despite 
considerable feats of gender discrimination, Spiritual women were officially 
recognized as archbishops, bishops, pastors, evangelists, lecturers, and healers 
and were well respected throughout the city. 
Even though Spiritual women responded to intragroup oppression by 
forming their own independent associations and churches and providing 
opportunities for women to serve in various leadership roles, some of them 
used the faith’s ritual system as a way to empower women. Female leaders 
attempted to preserve the instrumental role that women played in the 
movement through the form of public celebrations. During the 1930s, Mother 
Tyson held a weekly service for Mother Catherine Seal. From the late 1950s 
through the 1980s, an annual memorial service dedicated to Mother Anderson 
was held at the Queen Esther Divine Spiritual Temple of Christ (also known 
as Queen Esther Spiritual Church) founded by Bishop Inez Mosley Adams in 
1957. 
Bishop Adams’ memorial service for Mother Anderson is worth unpacking, 
for it illustrates in an explicit way how women used rituals to ascertain a mode 
of empowerment through celebrating the historical achievement of the female 
founder of their church. A temporary altar that consisted of a picture of Mother 
Anderson, a bouquet of white flowers, and candles was constructed 
specifically for this event. Bishop Adams sets the tone of the service by telling 
attendees that they are there, not to worship Mother Anderson, but to pay 
homage to her legacy as the founder of New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches. In 
this way, she provides context for the memorialization of the leader. 
Throughout the service, attendees are invited to honor Mother Anderson. 
Some participants spoke about the difficulties that Mother Anderson faced in 
establishing a seemingly heretical religion in a city dominated by Christianity. 
As one attendee stated,  
She [Mother Anderson] came here and suffered for us, and all they did, 
they called her everything. Called her Beelzebub. They say she was a man 
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disguised as a woman. She was hoodoo. She was two headed [i.e. 
conjurer]…. They be saying all that about you. They say it about me.18  
Beyond pronouncing the attacks on Mother Anderson’s religious and gender 
identities, the female speaker establishes a direct correlation between Mother 
Anderson’s suffering and the oppression that Spiritual people in general and 
Spiritual women in particular continued to suffer even in the late 1980s. Other 
participants, remembered Mother Anderson as a liberator. For example, a 
male celebrant acknowledged Mother Anderson’s role in organizing Spiritual 
people in New Orleans. Before Mother Anderson arrived to New Orleans, 
“Spiritual people were hiding their churches in little rooms and going through 
back doors,” he stated. Nevertheless, Mother Anderson, in his words, “was a 
bold woman in God [who] wanted to make the world know what God was 
doing for her.”19 
Memorializing Mother Anderson affords participants the chance to offer 
historical accounts of the founder’s tenacity in the face of hardship and her 
assertiveness in the institutionalization of a socially marginalized religion. 
This annual service also served as a platform where individuals publicly 
thanked the spirit of Mother Anderson for her intervention in their day-to-day 
circumstances. One example of Mother Anderson’s intercession is successful 
outcomes to pending court cases. One Spiritual woman recounted that Mother 
Anderson answered her prayers by vindicating one of her friends from an 
unjust arrest. She petitioned the spirit of Mother Anderson throughout his trial, 
and, as a result, she proclaimed, “He was set free!”20 Protection, financial 
security, and guidance represent additional ways in which attendees claimed 
that Mother Anderson’s spirit acted on their behalf. After attendees honored 
Mother Anderson with their words of thanksgiving, they were invited to light 
a white candle using the flame of a white seven-day candle placed on Mother 
Anderson’s altar by Bishop Adam. On one hand, setting a candle is an act of 
reverence. The light represents a symbolic gesture of respect for the 
significant role Mother Anderson has played in the church’s history and in the 
everyday life of Spiritual people of New Orleans. On the other hand, lighting 
a candle is a common method used among Spiritual people to invoke a spirit. 
A manifestation of Mother Anderson’s spirit is quite often desired during this 
phase of the memorializing ritual. If achieved, her spirit along with “other 
deceased male and female leaders appear to robed ministers with messages 
for those in the assembly about their problems and instructions for rituals they 
should perform privately for assistance.”21 
Whether through forming independent associations or through the use of 
ritual performances to invoke the spirit of powerful female leaders like Mother 
Anderson, Spiritual women employed these avenues to combat increasing 
policies of gender discrimination in New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches. These 
acts of resistance empowered women to not sit by idly but to take action as 
male leaders sought to demote them. This mode of empowerment is very 
similar to how Spiritual healers engaged notions of illness from the 1930s 
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through the 1950s. Like these healers, Spiritual women of the 1940s to 1980s 
faced church-based discriminatory practices head-on, and in this way they 
were able to take control over their situation. It would be remiss not to mention 
that some male Spiritual leaders also took action against discriminatory acts 
against women in the church. For example, Archbishop Ernest J. Johnson, co-
founder of the Southwest Association, left the organization because of an 
internal dispute over institutional jurisdiction and gender-based restrictions on 
leadership advancement. As a result, he founded the Israel Universal Divine 
Spiritual Churches of Christ. By the late 1980s, this association was composed 
of over forty churches located in Louisiana, Illinois, Ohio, Michigan, 
Arkansas, and Texas. In this organization, Archbishop E. J. Johnson ordained 
women into various ranks. Due to the high frequency of his ordination of 
women, Israel Universal Divine Spiritual Churches of Christ became well-
known throughout New Orleans for its openness to female leadership. Women 
held prominent positions in the Bishops’ Council, Executive Board, Board of 
Directors, Ministers’ Board, and the Missionary Board. For instance, Bishop 
Adams was not only ordained by Archbishop E. J. Johnson but also served as 
a member of the Bishops’ Council. Additionally, half of the organization’s 
membered churches were led by women. Similar to Spiritual female leaders 
previously discussed, Archbishop E. J. Johnson confronted gender 
inequalities by providing outlets in which women could advance in leadership 
positions of the Spiritual Church. 
Responses by Spiritual leaders like Bishop Johnson, Archbishop Reason, 
Bishop Adams, and Archbishop E. J. Johnson celebrated and validated women 
in Spiritual Churches. However, Archbishop Lydia Beatrice Gilford took a 
more explicit course of action in response to gender discrimination in New 
Orleans’ Spiritual Churches. Archbishop Gilford took a multifaceted approach 
that involved (1) the renegotiation of institutional boundaries to increase 
leadership opportunities, (2) the utilization of ritual practices for various 
expressions of gender empowerment, and (3) the use of politically driven 
preaching to directly engage gender politics. In these three ways, Archbishop 
Gilford, as the following section shows, combated discrimination and 
empowered a “tripled marginalized” group, namely, African American 
Spiritual women. 
Let the women speak: the ministry of Archbishop Lydia Gilford 
A native of New Orleans, Archbishop Gilford was raised in the Catholic 
Church. Although Archbishop Gilford’s mother practiced Catholicism, she 
was also attending Father Thomas’ Saint Paul Spiritualist Temple No. 1. 
(Father Thomas was a student of Mother Anderson and an early pioneer of the 
movement.) Archbishop Gilford’s mother would be the one to introduce her 
daughter to the Spiritual faith. According to her mother, while Catholic 
parishes have their place, the Spiritual Church taught individuals how to help 
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themselves. After visiting several Spiritual Churches in New Orleans, 
Archbishop Gilford left the Catholic Church and joined St. Anthony Divine 
Spiritual Church in 1950. Archbishop Gilford explained why she chose the 
Spiritual faith over her childhood religion: 
In the Catholic church, you go to sleep. You can’t feel the visitation of the 
spirit. The priest would read the gospel and go to Latin. You couldn’t 
understand what he was saying. And the priest didn’t seem interested in 
the people individually. Maybe they are just too big. There was no open 
prayer. Everything was automatic and impersonal, so you didn’t really 
think about anything. In the Catholic church the congregation didn’t sing 
or get involved. There was no emotion at all. You just weren’t allowed to 
feel. [However, in Spiritual Churches,] you could vent the spirit forces. 
When you feel the visitation of the spirit, you do whatever you feel like 
doing and it’s all right. You [could] get a little closer to God and dig a 
little deeper into the mysteries.22 
In the Spiritual Church, Archbishop Gilford was free to publicly display spirit-
induced modes of self-expression. She could also unpack the esoteric 
mysteries of the spiritual world through channels of ritual performance. These 
factors solidified her membership in the Spiritual Church. 
Archbishop Gilford opened her own church, Infant Jesus of Prague Spiritual 
Church (Infant Jesus), in 1966. According to Archbishop Gilford, it was never 
her intent to open her own Spiritual Church because she was content at St. 
Anthony, where she had been a member for about sixteen years, serving as 
church secretary, missionary, and evangelist. However, she claimed that God 
had a different plan in mind. Archbishop Gilford described the events 
surrounding her opening of Infant Jesus in two documented accounts.23 Each 
account begins with a description of Archbishop Gilford’s near death 
experience. “I was very, very sick,” she states. In her words, she was so ill that 
the doctors, “called all my family members in and they [the doctors] placed a 
screen around [my] bed.”24 Archbishop Gilford asserted that it was within this 
battle of life and death that the spirit spoke to her and instructed her to open a 
church. She was further instructed to call the church Infant Jesus. In an 
interview with folklorist Alan Govenar, Archbishop Gilford correlates the 
church’s name and her calling. She states, “The [Spirit] spoke to me and told 
me to get the small people together. He didn’t tell me to get the big 
dignitaries.” Archbishop Gilford continues,  
You see, we want the small people to get recognized, too. As an 
individual, you want to get recognized, you understand? But if you don’t 
ever get recognized, you become somebody thrown over there in that 
corner. So, that’s what I’ve been doing: trying to help the small individual, 
doing what God is telling me to do, and giving the individuals belief in 
themselves.25  
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According to Archbishop Gilford, her calling went beyond just opening a 
Spiritual Church. Her call was in the form of a specific mandate: to serve 
marginalized or “small” individuals (hence the name, Infant Jesus) in New 
Orleans. Archbishop Gilford’s calling narrative and this divinely authorized 
edict to serve socially vulnerable persons is similar to the calling narrative of 
Mother Catherine, an early pioneer of the African American Spiritual 
movement. On her sickbed, Mother Catherine was also called by a guiding 
spirit to open the Manger, a Spiritualist shelter for homeless women and 
children. In the same vein of her Spiritual predecessors, Archbishop Gilford 
used her Spiritual Church to aid marginalized individuals. Specifically, she 
developed structural, ritual, and sermonic-based initiatives to address the 
social inequities faced by African American women in local Spiritual 
Churches and in the New Orleans’ community at-large. 
Fostering female leadership through organizational changes 
Since its inception in 1966, Infant Jesus has become known as a place where 
women occupy a variety of leadership roles. Women served as ministers. 
Initially, Archbishop Gilford ordained Spiritual women who would serve as 
ministers in her church. Eventually, because ordained ministers of Infant Jesus 
could go to ordain other individuals, ordination became a shared 
responsibility. Ordination power was not restricted to a single person but was 
equally distributed among ministers at Infant Jesus. Archbishop Gilford also 
allowed Spiritual leaders who did not have their own home church to use 
Infant Jesus to conduct ordination services for “called” women of the Spiritual 
faith. Beyond ministerial positions, women held the following positions in 
Infant Jesus: healers, missionaries, teachers, musicians, and ushers. To put it 
another way, women were visible in every level of leadership at the church. 
This concentrated presence of women caught the attention of many first time 
visitors. As one visitor turned member recalled, “I didn’t know a woman could 
do all that. I was amazed!”26 
While Archbishop Gilford used Infant Jesus to provide leadership 
opportunities for women, she would make an institutional move that would 
advance an even wider authoritative platform for Spiritual women. In 1976, 
Archbishop Gilford established an independent Spiritual association called the 
Infant Jesus of Prague Spiritual Church of Christ National Conference (IJNC). 
In order to truly understand the significance of this act, it is necessary to offer 
some context. From its inception, Archbishop Gilford’s church (Infant Jesus) 
was a member of Archbishop E. J. Johnson’s Israel Universal Divine Spiritual 
Churches of Christ. As discussed earlier, this association was well-known for 
its openness to female leadership and openly resisted policies of gender 
discrimination through ordaining women into its highest office, the bishopric. 
Archbishop Gilford was not only ordained as a bishop during her tenure at 
Israel Universal Divine Spiritual Churches of Christ but served on the 
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association’s Bishop Council. However, her relationship with Israel Universal 
Divine Spiritual Churches of Christ would change in 1976. In an interview 
conducted in the late 1980s, a leader in Israel Universal Divine Spiritual 
Churches of Christ captured this moment: 
The bishop [Archbishop Gilford] has her own organization. Why? Her 
dress, attire, had a lot to do with it. Like, her style was so different from 
ours. And certain bishops didn’t like her, and they pushed the issue about 
her dress. And she couldn’t dress in a certain way. So, she said like “Oh, 
hell! I’m a bishop. I can get my own organization. I don’t have to stand 
around and let you all tell me what to do.” So what she did, she had a few 
followers and she did it [formed her own organization].27 
While Israel Universal Divine Spiritual Churches of Christ, as an association, 
opened its leadership ranks to women, there were implicit and unwritten 
policies of gender bias. In Archbishop Gilford’s case, fellow bishops subjected 
her to body-policing. They attempted to control Archbishop Gilford by 
critiquing the way that she dressed, deeming that her attire, which included 
sequined dresses, jewel-encrusted birettas, and gold accessories, was 
inappropriate for her office. In response, Archbishop Gilford, similar to 
Bishop Johnson and Bishop Reason who left the Southwest Association 
because of its gender discrimination, formed her own association, the IJNC. 
Archbishop Gilford’s IJNC may have been smaller than its Spiritual 
counterparts but its female-centered leadership, localized governing style, and 
doctrine of self-sufficiency would impact how Spiritual Churches operated in 
New Orleans. Women served in every capacity in the association’s 
organizational structure. Although Archbishop Gilford is recognized as the 
founder, she did not possess sole authoritative power. The governing structure 
was based on political equality, where decision-making happened at the local 
level. Each membered church held the authority to make decisions about its 
day-to-day operations. The IJNC served solely as an organizational center. It 
was an outlet that allowed individual churches to conduct collaborative 
ventures (e.g. conferences, feasts, and services) but not at the expense of 
relinquishing localized powers. In this way, members of the IJNC possessed 
the freedom of independent Spiritual Churches with an added benefit of 
institutional protection. This type of freedom was a hallmark of the 
association. Its very existence was the result of Archbishop Gilford’s 
resistance to gender policies of inequity. Accordingly, this freedom to exist 
continued to attract churches, primarily independent Spiritual Churches led by 
women, to the IJNC. 
Despite the success of IJNC, Archbishop Gilford made a deliberate effort 
to maintain a working relationship with Israel Universal Divine Spiritual 
Churches of Christ. Churches from her association participated in their 
National Conferences. For example, IJNC was officially recognized at the 
Israel Universal Divine Spiritual Churches of Christ’s conference held in New 
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Orleans in 1982. Also, Archbishop Gilford was still recognized as the 
recording secretary for the organization’s Bishops’ Council and was an active 
participant in the conference.28 The existence of this type of relationship with 
Israel Universal Divine Spiritual Churches of Christ, in addition to 
maintaining an independent Spiritual association, represents a specific type of 
organizational change. With the creation of IJNC, Archbishop Gilford created 
an institution with definite boundaries that structurally separated it from 
Archbishop E. J. Johnson’s association. This line of demarcation was put into 
place and maintained by female leadership, which represented the localized 
authority. Despite this mode of separation, Archbishop Gilford’s association 
maintained a degree of porosity that allowed its members to freely cross the 
institutional boundaries of other Spiritual organizations, even other Spiritual 
independent churches. These “cross-boundary interactions” became yet 
another unique milestone in the contributions of Archbishop Gilford to the 
Spiritual movement of New Orleans. Furthermore, her ability to negotiate a 
dynamic relationship with a Spiritual association characterized by implicit 
gender bias and her direct resistance to gender-based mechanisms of control 
provided women with a model of authority: one characterized by socio-
political, institutional action, and personal self-sufficiency. 
Gender empowerment through ritual performance 
Archbishop Gilford’s efforts to resist gender discrimination in the Spiritual 
Church went beyond structural changes. Similar to Bishop Adams’ use of 
memorial services dedicated to Mother Anderson, Archbishop Gilford 
employed rituals to provide women with a platform of empowerment. 
Specifically, rituals performed at Infant Jesus served as outlets of creative 
media where women could exert complex notions of identity that included 
gender but were not solely restricted to this particular social category. Women 
were the focal point of many of these rituals. However, Bishop Gilford took 
this placement a step further by establishing specific roles that young African 
American girls would play in ritual performances held at Infant Jesus. This 
move was not unusual given Archbishop Gilford’s call to assist and to 
recognize “small people.”29 For her, small people included marginalized 
individuals like African American women and children, particularly African 
American girls. Photographer Michael P. Smith commented on the 
overwhelming presence of children at Infant Jesus. He noted,  
In Bishop Gilford’s church children are raised to be seen and heard. I saw 
small children, no more than five or six years of age, get up and speak 
spontaneously, and with conviction, to large groups of adults. In the 
church the children were respected. In [Infant Jesus] the naturally creative 
child can express ideas and questions free from fear or control.30  
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Smith captured, particularly in his photography of services at Infant Jesus 
during the late 1970s through the early 1980s, the active role that children 
played in the ecclesiastical life of the church. A teaching philosophy of 
freedom allowed children to express themselves in this sacred space. This 
degree of freedom conjoined with Archbishop Gilford’s commitment to 
empower marginalized individuals like African American women and 
children led her to place African American girls at the center of some of her 
church’s rituals. 
While African American girls participated in several of Infant Jesus’ rituals, 
two specific rituals are discussed in greater detail here. African American girls 
were actively involved in ordination services held at Infant Jesus. As 
discussed earlier, ordination served as a way to resist gender discrimination. 
Through ordination, Spiritual women were vested with varying degrees of 
ecclesiastical authority. They could establish their own churches and ordain 
other members of the church who had been “called” to the ministry. In 
addition to the ordination of women, young girls were also ordained at Infant 
Jesus. While a select few adolescents were ordained into the church’s ministry, 
the majority of African American girls were ordained as junior missionaries. 
These ordination services were elaborate affairs attended by family, friends, 
and ministers from other Spiritual Churches. Similar to ordination services 
held throughout other Spiritual Churches, the young girls were dressed in 
white robes and led down the center aisle of Infant Jesus. They sat at front of 
the church with their faces to the audience. Behind them to the immediate 
right was Infant Prague’s primary altar. Draped with a heavy cloth, its center 
piece was an elaborately dressed statue of the Infant Jesus of Prague.31 This 
crowned statue held white flowers in one hand and an orb in the other. The 
orb symbolizes the Infant Jesus of Prague’s rule over this Spiritual Church in 
particular and the world more generally. Situated to the left and right of this 
statue were statues of Mary and Joseph. While Christian images dominate the 
altar, a small Native American figurine finds a place on the high altar, located 
immediately behind a statue of the sacred heart of Jesus.32 With ordination 
candidates situated near the high altar, testimonials were offered that reflected 
on the readiness of each candidate for their new elevated role. Then the young 
candidates rose and were encircled by Spiritual bishops and ministers (Figure 
4.1). Spiritual leaders placed their hands on the crown of each young lady’s 
head, while the lead officiant offered a prayer over the group. At times, the 
prayer served to invoke various spirits. Evidence of such spiritual 
manifestations occurred in the form of bodily movements. 
[Insert Figure 4.1 Here] 
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Figure 4.1 Junior missionary ordination service at Infant Jesus of Prague Spiritual 
Church, 1975. 
Photograph by Michael P. Smith ©The Historic New Orleans Collection. 
Some girls twirled around in place, others danced in a more vigorous 
manner. No matter the tempo or style, the dancing bodies symbolized a 
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temporary connection between the girl and a spirit. In the Spiritual faith, these 
young ladies are “entertaining the spirit” of either the Holy Spirit or a specific 
spirit guide, who seeks to establish initial contact with the young girl. 33 A 
spirit guide assists, protects, and mentors select individuals throughout the 
remainder of their life. These guides “may be a deceased relative, a figure 
from the bible [e.g. Queen Esther], a Christian saint, or some other figure” in 
the Spiritual Church cosmology such as Black Hawk.34 After the dance, the 
girls’ small bodies would collapse into the waiting arms of surrounding 
Spiritual leaders. “Slain in the spirit” is a common phraseology that best 
describes this part of the ordination ceremony. A common idiom utilized in 
the African American Holiness and Pentecostal traditions, this condition is 
“the dissociative experience of temporary loss of consciousness.”35 These 
young ladies are unaware of their possessions; hence, the importance of 
having elders to guide them through the various stages of this embodied 
experience. This portion of the ordination service publicly displays an 
intimate connection between candidate and spirit. The connection is a 
confirmation from the spirit world that these “slain” girls are now ready to 
operate in their newly elevated status in the Spiritual Church. 
In their new role as junior missionaries, these girls will teach prospective 
members in the community at-large about the Spiritual faith, give informal 
talks about the operational objectives and outcomes of Infant Jesus’ 
missionary fieldwork, assist lead missionaries with day-to-day operations, and 
participate in the ordination services of young women who have been called 
to serve in this capacity. Their active role vividly illustrates how Archbishop 
Gilford used rituals as platforms where African American women, young girls 
in this case, could construct identity forms that may have included social 
categorizations like race and gender, but went beyond such markers. For 
instance, African American girls who have been ordained in Infant Jesus see 
themselves not just as raced and gendered bodies; they view themselves in 
correlation to their status within the Spiritual Church. They are conduits of the 
spirit world, conveying teachings about the Spiritual faith to other children 
and, even more importantly, adults. Therefore, their identity is inexplicably 
tied to spirit Mediumship. In Infant Jesus, these young African American girls 
are able to construct a complex identity that is based on the Spiritual principle 
of divinity. This temporal-divine identity affords them the ability to exercise 
a certain degree of authority in Infant Jesus. Accordingly, it is this correlation 
between empowerment and identity construction that Archbishop Gilford 
sought to foster in rituals conducted at her church. 
In addition to ordination ceremonies, young women of African descent 
played a significant role in Black Hawk services. Infant Jesus was a Black 
Hawk church, a designation held for Spiritual Churches that officially 
recognized the Native American spirit. It is unclear whether or not Black 
Hawk was Archbishop Gilford’s personal spirit guide, but she held a strong 
belief in the spirit’s protective capabilities. Additionally, murals of St. George 
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and St. Michael were painted on the exterior walls of Infant Jesus because, 
according to Archbishop Gilford, they are “victorious warriors who will 
protect the church.” Yet, these saints were “her second choice because the 
painter did not know how to depict Black Hawk, the spirit guide whom she 
preferred.”36 In her estimation, Black Hawk’s power superseded that of both 
St. Michael and St. George. 
Archbishop Gilford’s faith in the power of Black Hawk further expands the 
historical trajectory of this Native American saint in African American 
Spiritual Churches. Introduced by Mother Anderson as a powerful saint who 
possesses both protective and healing capabilities, Black Hawk’s legacy was 
further solidified in the healing activities of the 1930s through the 1950s. By 
the 1980s, Black Hawk was honored in the private homes of individuals, 
primarily through the construction of a Black Hawk altar. Also, churches like 
Infant Jesus celebrated and honored this Native American saint, who by this 
time had been a part of the Spiritual cosmology for over six decades, by setting 
up public altars and conducting feasts and services.37 
Black Hawk services differed from church to church. Some churches held 
services weekly, while others preferred to offer them monthly. A few churches 
constructed elaborate set-ups that included tepees and ministers wearing garb 
meant to represent the traditional dress of Native Americans. The frequency 
with which Black Hawk services were conducted at Infant Jesus is unknown 
but other important factors are known, including the participatory role that 
young women played in these services. The Black Hawk service was held at 
night at Infant Jesus, and a Black Hawk table was set-up in the corner of the 
church near a door. The table’s placement was intentional. The door 
symbolized two entranceways – one leading from the temporal realm and 
another from the spiritual realm. Black Hawk, like Eleguá (an orisha in 
African-derived religions such as Santeria and Candomble), is positioned at 
the crossroads where converging paths meet. Both Black Hawk and Eleguá 
are guardians and protectors of doorways.38 The Black Hawk table was draped 
in a white cloth and consisted of white and red seven-day candles (white and 
red are Black Hawk’s colors), a cake, and a white flag. Each item would be 
used to invoke the spirit of Black Hawk. For example, candles were usually 
given to attendees so that they could set a light (e.g. burn a candle) for the 
spirit in their homes. The structure of the service included personal 
testimonies, prayer, and collective singing that highlighted the watchfulness 
of the spirit of Black Hawk. All of these activities were performed in the dark. 
Candles provided the only illumination. Verbal utterances were meant to 
invoke Black Hawk’s spirit. 
While the conditions of the interior space and the verbal expressions in the 
form of testimony, prayer, and song are important to consider, the next part of 
Infant Jesus’ Black Hawk service is worth unpacking because of the gender 
dynamics that come into play. Attendees interested in receiving healing from 
Black Hawk formed a single line, quite commonly referred to as the “healing 
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line” at Archbishop Gilford’s church.39 Waiting to receive these individuals 
was a Spiritual medium dressed in a Mardi Gras Indian costume. Mardi Gras 
Indians are “tribes” that “originated in late-nineteenth century New Orleans 
as a Carnival performance tradition expressing the African diasporic 
memories of Congo Square and the resistance strategies of African-
Amerindian maroon communities during slavery.”40 Sometimes the medium 
is an African American male. Other times, an African American female 
juvenile functions as Black Hawk, a unique occurrence at Infant Jesus (Figure 
4.2). 
[Insert Figure 4.2 Here] 
 
Figure 4.2 Black Hawk service at Infant Jesus of Prague Spiritual Church, 1975. 
Photograph by Michael P. Smith ©The Historic New Orleans Collection. 
Figure 4.2 shows a young woman dressed in a Mardi Gras Indian costume.41 
Both the long-sleeved dark shirt and the vest are intricately embroidered with 
images of Native Americans. A closer look at the left panel of the vest shows 
a sequined image of a Native American male, understood to be a symbolic 
representation of Black Hawk. Embedded in the vest and fringed lower body 
wrap are large colored glass stones. The image of a turtle has been stitched 
into the center of the pouch-like portion of the wrap.42 The headdress is multi-
tiered and composed of rhinestones, glass beads, glitter, and feathers. 
The photo also captures the interaction between the young lady, who acts 
as a medium for the spirit of Black Hawk, and the small child. The girl is a 
participant in the healing line; therefore, she stands before Black Hawk with 
the hopes that her petitions will be heard by the spirit guide. The presence of 
Black Hawk is denoted by the medium’s perfuse sweating, rolling eyes, and 
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chanting. All of these actions are clearly captured in Michael Smith’s photo. 
While this particular picture does not reflect the terminus portion of the 
interaction between the small petitioner and Black Hawk, other pictures show 
the same petitioner lying prostrate at the feet of the medium who acts as Black 
Hawk. This posture denotes that the petitioner (or the small girl) has been 
touched by the spirit of Black Hawk, which results in her healing. Archbishop 
Gilford (wearing a white vestment and sequined hat) always stands near the 
medium. Archbishop Gilford watches over the adolescent medium, primarily 
because the act of possession causes intense physical exhaustion. In this way, 
Archbishop Gilford serves as a watchman for the medium who is manifesting 
the Native American spirit who is known as the “great watchman on the wall” 
in Spiritual Churches. 
Publically acknowledging that an adolescent aged girl could be a viable 
conduit for Black Hawk made Infant Jesus an exception among other Black 
Hawk churches in New Orleans. Furthermore, this form of ritual engagement 
served as an outlet where this young lady could construct a notion of 
personhood that challenged stereotypical defining markers of race and gender. 
In Black Hawk services, she was a gifted medium with the ability to act as a 
vessel for the spirit of Black Hawk. Under trance, she was no longer a young 
African American woman but Black Hawk. Acting as Black Hawk, she 
represented “a masculine principle, the spirit of the warrior, the watchman, the 
protector, a personal watch tower.”43 Therefore, as petitioners stand before her 
in the healing line, they do not see an African American female teenager. They 
see Black Hawk, a spirit guide whose reputation for healing was put into place 
by Mother Anderson in the early 1920s. The young lady’s mediumistic ability 
to channel Black Hawk not only provides her with a way to articulate a 
complex self-identification, but also the act affords her a degree of 
empowerment. As Black Hawk, she has the power to heal. Accordingly, it is 
within the Black Hawk service held at Infant Jesus that she exercises this 
power. This type of empowerment was especially significant for young 
women of color growing up in a 1980s New Orleans that was characterized 
by unemployment, drastic cuts in social services for the working poor, and 
unstable public schools that were characterized by corruption and 
mismanagement.44 Therefore, Archbishop Gilford’s Infant Jesus provided 
them spiritual tools to construct identities that countered stereotypical notions 
of personhood projected unto by society. 
Calling out gender discrimination through preaching 
Archbishop Gilford used ritual practices and institutional changes to empower 
Spiritual women. This empowerment in turn served to combat gender 
discrimination in New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches. Archbishop Gilford’s 
efforts were further strengthened through her political preaching. A brief 
discussion of her style of preaching is required to fully grasp the politically 
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oriented sermonic content. Archbishop Gilford was known for trance-induced 
preaching. In an interview conducted in the late 1980s, Archbishop Gilford 
talked in great detail about her first “spontaneous” sermon. She recalled: 
And when I come back, I come out of it praying – preaching Dry Bones 
in the Valley. In the operating room [recovery room]. The lady say Hey, 
what religion are you? I say I’m Spiritual. She says Well honey. She says 
You sure can preach. Say Preach? What I’m doing preaching? She says 
Well you was preaching Dry Bones in the – . Not me babe cause I ain’t 
never preached no Dry Bones in the Valley. She said You sure preached 
them in here and we all stood around here and listened at you. That’s right. 
We stood around here and listened to you talk about them bones baby.45 
This correlation between sickness and calling finds expression again in the 
life of Archbishop Gilford. Much like the near death experience that led to the 
opening of Infant Jesus, another life-threatening illness revealed to her yet 
another gift, trance preaching. In A Fire in the Bones, historian of religion 
Albert J. Raboteau refers to this form as the “chanted sermon.” According to 
him, the chanted sermon is a “metrical, tonal, and rhythmic sermonic style” 
that is rendered when the preacher allows an external “force or power” to take 
control.46 Archbishop Gilford confirms that in trance preaching “the spirit 
comes in, you leave yourself, [and] you commence to get out of self.”47 For 
her, the force is a personal spirit guide, while in Raboteau’s case, because his 
work focuses primarily on the sermonic form in African American Protestant 
traditions, the external force is that of the Holy Spirit. 
The structure of Archbishop Gilford’s sermons is very similar to what 
Raboteau calls the “three movements” of a chanted sermon. She begins with 
a conversational-like prose. For instance, in her sermon “Put on the Whole 
Armor,” Archbishop Gilford shares with her congregation a personal narrative 
about gender discrimination. She had been invited to speak at an appreciation 
program held at a neighboring Baptist Church. Instead of being seated with 
other ministers, she had to seat with the laity of the church. Archbishop 
Gilford states,  
When I went over to Good Shepherd today, I kn[e]w my place. I know 
my place was not in the pew…. I know I was supposed to be in the 
rostrum, and if you don’t like me in the rostrum, hit the door.48  
After relaying this story, she read Ephesians 6:10–17 to the audience. Here 
Scripture serves a transitional function. Archbishop Gilford uses it to move 
into the sermon’s second movement. In this phase, Archbishop Gilford enters 
into a trance-like state. She “starts to speak rhythmically in short lines of 
generally two to four beats, and her volume increases markedly.”49 
Archbishop Gilford quickly ascends to the emotional apex, the third 
movement of the trance-induced sermon, when she exclaims: 
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We finally got to tell our brother what to do 
Because some of us is so weak 
But we got to let them know that we strong in the Lord 
Huh? 
And in his power and his might … 
But we still weak by the wayside 
We still trembling by the wayside 
The Lord want a bold soldier 
He want you to put on the whole armor of faith 
He want you to dress yourself up 
Good God almighty 
Yes sir.50 
After the termination of this sermon, Archbishop Gilford’s trance-like state 
continues and the service shifts into a different phase. She delivers messages 
from the other side to select individuals. Additionally, while under the 
influence of her spirit guide, she conducts rituals of healing. 
While Archbishop Gilford attended to the spiritual and physical needs of 
her parishioners through these closing acts of prophesy and healing, her 
sermonic content in “Put on the Whole Armor” focused on gender politics. It 
is important to note that while she may have used masculine pronouns to 
denote God, she was of the Spiritual faith where God is seen as spirit. In this 
spiritual form God can take form in both male and female spirit guides. Under 
the control of one of these spirits, she urged her congregation composed 
largely of African American women to resist gender discrimination. For her, 
such resistance took courage. Archbishop Gilford told women that they must 
be “bold soldiers.” Women could no longer be meek but had to arm themselves 
with the “armor of faith” and fight the socio-political evil of ecclesiastical 
patriarchy in particular and gender discrimination in general. 
In a sermon entitled “A Wonderful Counsellor,” Archbishop Gilford 
continues to challenge the unfair treatment of women. The initial and terminus 
conversational portion of this sermon has not been documented. Nevertheless, 
David Estes, in his analysis of Archbishop Gilford’s preaching, provides a 
detailed transcription of the parts of her sermon that she delivered while in 
trance. She begins this portion of the sermon with these words: 
Woman had to bring man here first 
I ain’t seen a man have a baby yet 
Huh? 
I ain’t seen a man have none yet 
He made male and female 
A woman is a wonderful thing 
A woman is a wonderful thing51 
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Archbishop Gilford establishes a direct correlation between power and the 
reproductive capability of a woman. Mother Catherine, pioneer of the 
Spiritual faith and founder of a residential compound for women and children 
in New Orleans, was one of the first Spiritual leaders to promote a matrilineal 
theology, a systemic approach that asserts that women have been granted 
divine authority because of direct connection to the creative power of God by 
way of their womb. Archbishop Gilford continues this line of thought in her 
sermon. She offers a biological rationale to establish a power differential 
between men and women. Then, Archbishop Gilford praises the woman, 
calling her “a wonderful thing,” because she has the capacity to birth life. 
The woman’s wonder acts as a scaffold that Archbishop Gilford utilizes to 
move into the emotional apex of the sermon. Archbishop Gilford, with strong 
conviction, shouts: 
For people to get up and discriminate 
The discrimination is between the preachers 
It’s between the reverends talking about the different ministries 
The ministry got to get straight first 
If the head is wrong the body gonna be wrong 
You straighten the ministry out then you’ll be all right 
Don’t care who delivering the word 
Come out of the mouth of babes and sucklings 
The eighth division of Psalms tells it to us 
That baby there can tell me thus say the Lord52 
Archbishop Gilford calls out intragroup discrimination in churches across 
denominational lines. For her, ecclesiastical organizations are models for 
secular institutions; therefore, churches must deal head-on with 
discriminatory policies that quite often manifest themselves in their governing 
structure. Discrimination of any kind is unacceptable. Archbishop Gilford 
expresses equal concern for marginalized persons in the church. Moreover, 
she asserts these same individuals should not be denied leadership positions 
due solely to their gender or age. Archbishop Gilford’s concluding words 
dovetail this theme of equal opportunity with the previous section on 
matrilineal authority: 
[Be]cause we got a counsellor that will lead us and 
direct us which way to go 
And you find you’ll come out successful 
So many of us today we don’t want that 
We want sugar coat 
That’s why they don’t want the women in the pulpit 
The women gonna tell it like it is 
Tell it like it is53 
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Archbishop Gilford encourages her listening audience. The gathering may be 
coed, but it is clear that the plural pronouns of “we” and “us” in the first and 
second lines refer to the women among this group. Archbishop Gilford urges 
women to keep resisting gender inequalities present in church leadership. She 
reassures them that their efforts will be divinely supported in the form of a 
“counsellor,” which in the Spiritual Church is represented by God as Spirit or 
personal spirit guides. Her motivational sermonic content closes with a 
rationale for gender discrimination in Spiritual Churches. Overall, Archbishop 
Gilford’s sermons, “A Wonderful Counsellor” and “Put on the Whole Armor,” 
serve a political function. In both oratorical pieces, Archbishop Gilford 
“critiques the inequalities in churches” by constructing “theological 
formulations that provide hope for those who have not attained justice.”54 
Overall, Archbishop Gilford employs her preaching to “relentlessly engage 
injustice.”55 
While Archbishop Gilford’s “presence in the pulpit alone is a visual for 
justice,” preaching was only one of various ways that she addressed gender 
discrimination in New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches.56 Through her 
independent association and church, Infant Jesus, women advanced into 
higher ranks of the organizational structure of Spiritual Churches and both 
women and young girls exercised various degrees of power by means of ritual 
performances. More generally, Infant Jesus was a concrete representation of 
womanist centeredness in that African American women were the focal point 
of its every dimension. They served as leaders, organized and conducted 
rituals, healed the bodies of petitioning individuals, and preached politically 
oriented messages about liberation, justice, and equality. The overwhelming 
presence of women in Archbishop Gilford’s church was an extension of the 
early activities of Spiritual women such as Bishop Johnson and Bishop 
Reason who resisted policies of gender discrimination set into motion during 
the 1940s. Taken together, the action of these courageous women were 
instrumental in preserving the voice of women in the Spiritual movement. It 
is this very notion of having both a voice and visibility that attracted African 
American women to Spiritual Churches during the 1920s and continued to 
attract them well into the 1990s. By the early 2000s, the Spiritual movement, 
while it had petered out a bit, continued to enjoy modest growth with a large 
majority of its independent churches being led by women. These dynamics 
would shift in 2005, not because of any type of internal structural changes but 
due to loss incurred by Hurricane Katrina. 
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Abstract: Chapter 5 begins with a brief overview of how Spiritual 
Churches continued to meet the social and spiritual needs of people 
living in New Orleans from the late 1980s through the 1990s. 
However, the majority of this chapter concentrates on how the 
devastating effects of Hurricane Katrina impacted Spiritual 
Churches. Special emphasis is placed on the variety of ways that 
post-Katrina Spiritual Churches responded to multi-variant strands 
of injustice that affected certain populations of people. 
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5 
After the storm 
The response of African American Spiritual 
Churches to shifting landscapes in post-
Katrina New Orleans 
In this life in which we live, conditions may become so strong that 
we can’t handle the situation. We need somebody to come along 
and push a way, make a way, make a way out of nowhere. And 
Father Black Hawk is the person. I call upon him. 
— Spiritual Church Member, The Spirit of Black Hawk (1995) 
During the summer of 2010, Bishop Daniel Jackson and Archbishop William 
Stokes, who collectively have been a part of the African American Spiritual 
Church movement for well over five decades, graciously took me to every 
Spiritual Church located in New Orleans and Baton Rouge and to those 
situated in between these two cities. On one of these trips, the song “There’s 
a Storm Out on the Ocean” started to play on the radio of my rental car. “You 
know that some Spiritual pastors will not allow their musicians to play this 
song anymore,” said Archbishop Stokes. I knew from past conversations that 
this was a rhetorical question, so I remained quiet. While it was once a favorite 
among many of the Spiritual Churches in the area, Archbishop Stokes said 
that now the song reminded them of the horrific events associated with 
Hurricane Katrina. As our conversation continued, we discussed the resilience 
of the Spiritual people of New Orleans as well as how members were using 
their faith to overcome difficult circumstances. In particular, Spiritual people 
used their belief in guides like Black Hawk to get through the tough times and 
unforeseen consequences that resulted from Hurricane Katrina. Black Hawk, 
as attested to in the opening quote, remained a powerful spirit capable of 
confronting harsh realities faced by Spiritual people living in post-Katrina 
New Orleans. These hardships included personal land seizures, 
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disproportionable redevelopment of neighborhoods, limited employment 
opportunities, and gentrification of areas that were predominately composed 
of working class African Americans before the storm. Despite these obstacles, 
Bishop Jackson, from the backseat of my car, exclaimed that Black Hawk 
“fights my battles!” 
The utilization of Spiritual tenets to thwart social inequalities present in 
post-Katrina New Orleans, such as the belief in the participatory action of 
spirit guides in temporal battles, represents the continuation of the politico-
spiritual approach to social injustice that originated in the 1920s with the 
founding of the first African American Spiritual Church. The purpose of this 
chapter is to unpack the specific ways that post-Katrina Spiritual Churches 
responded to multi-variant strands of injustices that affected certain 
populations of people. Specifically, it examines how Spiritual people employ 
public and private rituals to promote spiritual restoration and construct 
complex notions of selfhood; two orientations that represent indirect forms of 
socio-political resistance. Before turning to socio-political engagement 
through ritual performance, this chapter provides a brief description of the 
vital role Spiritual Churches played in the socio-political and spiritual lives of 
persons living in New Orleans prior to 2005. Following this discussion, there 
will be an overview of the impact of Hurricane Katrina on Spiritual Churches 
in particular and on the city’s social, economic, and political landscapes in 
general. 
Social activism and spiritual reform before Katrina 
From the 1920s to the late 1980s, the social activism of African American 
Spiritual Churches in New Orleans had been well established, largely through 
the implementation of various socio-political initiatives by women like 
Mother Leafy Anderson, Mother Catherine Seal, and Archbishop Lydia 
Beatrice Gilford. Examples of such action included the implementation of 
economic development programs, establishment of a homeless shelter for 
children and women, and use of ordination and liturgical speeches to address 
gender inequalities. Additionally, healing rituals, one-on-one mediumistic 
consultations, and developing classes were offered to address the spiritual 
needs of New Orleanians. By the 1990s, this politico-spiritual approach to 
activism was more uniformly oriented in the sense that most of the city 
churches addressed both social and spiritual needs through similar avenues. 
Specifically, many churches began to use celebratory events such as patron 
saint feasts and services to address social conditions like hunger, political 
marginalization, and gender inequalities. These same events were also 
employed to attend to the spiritual needs of Spiritual people in particular and 
community members at-large. Those attending feasts were provided with 
opportunities to restore their conditions of physical, emotional, and/or mental 
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brokenness. In this way, patron feasts and services embodied the continuation 
of a politico-spiritual model in African American Spiritual Churches. 
Beginning in the 1920s, patron saint feasts and services were incorporated 
into the liturgical calendar of many New Orleans Spiritual Churches. Feasts 
were communal gatherings conducted throughout the year to honor saints 
recognized in Spiritual Churches such as St. Michael (September), the Blessed 
Mother (May), St. Joseph (March), Queen Esther (March), and Black Hawk 
(December). An altar and a t-shaped feast table were common sights at these 
events. The altar contained sacred objects associated with the patron saint to 
be honored, while the feast table consisted of an array of food items and 
beverages meant to appeal to the senses of this same saint. Unlike feasts, 
patron saint services varied in that each individual Spiritual Church 
determined their occurrence. For example, some churches held weekly 
services to honor a particular saint, whereas others chose to conduct monthly 
services. Beyond this variance, these services were characterized by the 
following universal predicates: (1) the construction of a centralized altar; (2) 
the performance of testifying, prayer, and singing; and (3) one-on-one 
petitioning moments between the saint and the individual attendee. There are 
two particular examples this chapter examines in order to consider just how 
these patron saint feasts and services modeled early modes of social activism 
and spiritual restoration throughout the early 1990s and the early 2000s. The 
first example considers a feast dedicated to Queen Esther, while the second 
takes a look at weekly Queen Esther services. Both the feast and the service 
were held at the Queen Esther Spiritual Church. 
Queen Esther, one of the few female spirit guides included in the cosmology 
of Spiritual Churches, was one of Mother Leafy Anderson’s (the founder of 
the first Spiritual Church in New Orleans) spirit guides. This early 
introduction of Queen Esther, while undocumented and premised on 
Spiritualist lore, does not negate her continued presence in New Orleans 
Spiritual Churches. Bishop Adams’ Queen Esther Spiritual Church was 
renowned for its annual feast dedicated to Queen Esther. Worth noting here is 
that this church also held a yearly public celebration dedicated to the Spiritual 
Church’s founder Mother Anderson (see previous chapter). The Queen Esther 
feast was held annually on March 15, a date that coincides with the Jewish 
celebration of the end of Purim.1 On this day, over one hundred people packed 
into this small church located in the lower Ninth Ward to celebrate Queen 
Esther, a Jewish woman instrumental in saving her fellow Jews from 
annihilation in Persia. Spiritual people also celebrated Queen Esther as a spirit 
guide who protected and led her petitioners. The focal point of this event was 
an altar, draped with a white cloth and covered with homemade cakes and a 
variety of fruits, flowers, pink candles (the color associated with Queen 
Esther), and a colorful lithograph of the saint. The altar also served as a great 
feast table, and it was covered with heartier food like meats, cooked 
vegetables, and breads. The presence of food is important to discuss here. 
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Much like her predecessor Mother Catherine Seal (as discussed in Chapter 2), 
who used her healing ritual feasts to feed hundreds of people in the developing 
Ninth Ward throughout the 1920s, Bishop Adams employed her Queen Esther 
feast as a means to address hunger within this same community. Each attendee 
(and there were over one hundred usually) of her feast would leave the church 
with a meal that consisted of “some combination of the following items: 
turkey, fried chicken, red beans and rice, potato salad, macaroni and cheese, 
green peas, French bread … fresh fruit and a slice of home-made cake.”2 Other 
Spiritual Churches in the city used feasts in a similar manner. Since various 
feasts were held monthly during the year, Spiritual Churches became known 
as places where people could receive a hot plate of food at least once or twice 
a month. 
Bishop Adams’ Queen Esther feast is vital to consider in a discussion of 
how Spiritual Churches addressed social conditions like hunger. Of equal 
importance is the variety of ways that weekly services dedicated to Queen 
Esther served as an outlet for Spiritual women to voice their concern over 
societal issues like gender inequality and political disenfranchisement. Each 
week a small group of women would meet to testify, sing, dance, and pray. 
Services usually began with testimonies, as each woman discussed the 
specific way that the spirit of Queen Esther had intervened in her everyday 
reality. David C. Estes captured some of these testimonial narratives in his 
ethnographic research conducted at the Queen Esther Spiritual Church. Two 
testimonies are worth noting. In the first one, a Spiritual minister thanked 
Queen Esther for teaching her how to be “bold and courageous” and 
admonished those women in attendance to “stand up, stand tall” against evil 
people and situations, much like Queen Esther’s stance against Haman.3 In the 
second testimony, an older female Spiritual bishop speaks of Queen Esther’s 
faithfulness. Queen Esther had been the bishop’s primary spirit guide for 
almost three decades. For these two women, Queen Esther served as a model 
and a divine mentor capable of providing them with protection, guidance, and 
intimate companionship. 
The worship portion of the service followed this period of testifying. Quite 
often worship was led by a young woman named Minister Coleman who was 
also known as “The Instrument,” a name given to her because she served as 
the conduit through which the spirit of Queen Esther would manifest. Personal 
testimonies followed by collective singing were meant to invoke or call into 
action the spirit of Queen Esther. The sight of Minister Coleman incensing the 
sanctuary as she gracefully danced in a counterclockwise fashion signaled that 
the spirit of Queen Esther had taken over her body.4 During this entrancement 
one-on-one and collective prophetic utterances were given to attendees. 
Anthropologists Claude F. Jacobs and Andrew J. Kaslow provided an 
excellent example of a collective mode of prophecy given by a Spiritual 
minister during one of these Queen Esther services. During the service, this 
female minister exclaimed: 
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Let me tell you one thing ladies, I want you to stop standing back in the 
corners listening to the man saying that a woman can’t do. She don’t know 
how to do. She doesn’t have the power to do. I want you to know that 
what God wants you to do, he’ll let you do it. If you have faith and ask, 
God is the doer. And he’ll open a door that no man can close.5 
Under the entrancement of Queen Esther, this minister admonished the 
women in attendance about letting people, namely men, place them in 
marginalizing positions, or to use her words, “in the back corners.” She urged 
women to exercise their power. Since this power, according to her, was 
divinely endorsed, women had the right to take advantage of opportunities of 
advancement, to courageously walk through “doors” that God had opened for 
them. This prophetic moment not only incited these women in attendance to 
act, but it also showed how Queen Esther “served as an important spirit who 
dignified the role of women in a culture which had denied the [ecclesiastical] 
and political leadership of women.”6 In this way, she was for Spiritual women 
“a symbol of feminist determination.”7 
Sometimes these prophetic moments dominated this portion of weekly 
Queen Esther services. Other times Queen Esther, instead of speaking to 
attendees, listened to the verbal petitions of her devotees. Frequently, women 
asked Queen Esther to assist them in finding a spouse. Spiritual women 
directed this particular request to her because she, as attested to in the Book 
of Esther, possessed influential power over men in her life like King 
Ahasuerus.8 Professional success, increased income, guidance in seeking 
ecclesiastical promotion, and good measures of health represent further 
examples of solicitations offered to Queen Esther by her devotees. Personal 
petitions primarily dominated this portion of the service. However, members 
also offered prayers for the collective well-being of specific groups. For 
example, some women asked Queen Esther to protect their families, while 
others prayed for the protection of African Americans more broadly. A 
minister at one of Bishop Adams’ Queen Esther services presented an example 
of this type of prayer: 
Tonight, I want to lay my petition before Queen Esther. It is not one for 
self, but one for my people. I’m asking Queen Esther to please deliver my 
people from this administration that we’re living under. Reagan is about 
to cut all the programs that are for the poor people and black people. I’m 
asking her to please come out this victoriously. And, I know that through 
the help of God, backing up the spirit of Queen Esther, we shall have the 
victory.9 
There are two points worth making here. First, this prayer was a selfless act 
of intercession. Specifically, this minister approached Queen Esther on behalf 
of her people who she later identified as poor African Americans. Second, the 
minister established a direct correlation between African Americans living in 
New Orleans and exiled Jews living in Persia during the time of Queen Esther. 
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From the petitioner’s perspective, both groups are persecuted. The latter group 
was geographically displaced from their homeland and living under a regime 
intent on annihilating them. While the former group was living in their 
homeland, they were facing governmentally sanction persecution. At the time 
the minister gave her prayer, Ronald Reagan had already cut federal funding 
for social services and urban community development. These cuts, by the end 
of Reagan’s second term, translated to a forty billion dollar cut in federal aid 
to disability, child welfare services, food stamps, low-income housing, and 
general employment training programs.10 These shifts in federal spending 
disproportionately affected, as the minister stated, economically 
disadvantaged African Americans. The prayer ended with the Spiritual 
minister asking Queen Esther to deliver “her people” from the perils of 
Reaganomics by going before God the same way she entered into King 
Ahasuerus’ court to save her Jewish people from total obliteration. 
Accordingly, it is through Queen Esther’s action that this minister believed 
that poor African Americans would ultimately have the victory. 
Taken together, these examples of testimony, prophecy, and prayer show 
how women used Queen Esther services as a platform to publicly speak out 
against social inequalities along lines of race and gender. Furthermore, each 
example captures a desire for spiritual restoration, spirit being understood as 
the incorporeal dimension of a person that represents a direct reflection of 
one’s temporal condition. On the surface, these acts possess a political 
orientation; their content matter is concerned with dispelling stereotypical 
gender roles meant to relegate women to certain positions and protesting 
policy changes meant to further marginalize an already vulnerable group of 
people. However, located within the core of these same verbal utterances of 
testimony, prophecy, and prayer is an impulse for restoration. Social 
timidness, gender-based political disengagement, disrupted nuclear family 
models, and governmental driven economic disadvantages – all represent 
various forms of fractures that devotees publicly lay at the feet of Queen 
Esther. Their hope is that she will hear them and mend their social, familial, 
and political brokenness by providing them with courage, power, partnership, 
and financial success. This correlation between the resolution of practical and 
socio-political issues of life with that of a desire for wholeness, as expressed 
in Queen Esther services during the late 1980s through the 1990s, points to 
the continuation of a symbiotic relationship between social activism and 
spiritual restoration found in Bishop Adams’ Queen Esther Spiritual Church, 
in particular, and New Orleans Spiritual Churches, in general. This politico-
spiritual model would remain viable at the turn of the twenty-first century, but 
it would undergo a significant shift on August 29, 2005, the day Hurricane 
Katrina made landfall near New Orleans. 
Effects of Hurricane Katrina on Spiritual Churches 
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Hurricane Katrina began as a tropical depression on August 23, 2005. Due to 
its increasing wind speed, the National Hurricane Center (NHC) upgraded this 
tropical disturbance to a hurricane only two days later. By August 26, 2005, 
Hurricane Katrina briefly made landfall in Southern Florida before quickly 
moving into the Gulf of Mexico where it gained strength. On August 29, less 
than a week from its origination, the NHC released an important bulletin 
describing this storm: 
EXTREMELY DANGEROUS CATEGORY FOUR HURRICANE 
KATRINA PREPARING TO MOVE ONSHORE NEAR SOUTHERN 
PLAQUEMINES PARISH LOUISIANA … HURRICANE-FORCE 
WIND GUSTS OCCURRING OVER MOST OF SOUTHEASTERN 
LOUISIANA … IN THE NEW ORLEANS METROPOLITA AREA … 
AND AS FAR EAST AS THE CHANDELEUR ISLANDS.11 
The NHC followed up this early morning report with several others. Each 
report provided vital information about the hurricane, from its pounding of 
Southeastern Louisiana and Southern Mississippi for several hours to its 
northeastward movement towards the Tennessee Valley. Over one thousand 
five hundred deaths (about one thousand three hundred in Louisiana alone) 
along with approximately seventy-five billion dollars in infrastructural 
damage that Hurricane Katrina left behind solidified it as one of the most 
devastating and deadliest hurricanes in U.S. history.12 
Louisiana-Mississippi coastline cities like Lafayette, Slidell, and Biloxi felt 
the brunt of Hurricane Katrina’s one hundred forty-five mile per hour gale 
force winds and twenty-foot storm surges (literally walls of water). Yet, none 
of these cities were as vulnerable as New Orleans. The city’s situation below 
sea level meant that New Orleans needed to be protected by an extensive flood 
protection system that included natural and artificial levees, floodwalls (both 
I-walls and T-walls), and canals. Unfortunately, none of these protective 
measures were a match for Hurricane Katrina’s storm surges. Multiple surges 
conjoined creating a funnel of water that breached levees and overtopped 
levees and floodwalls. These breaks and overflows were catastrophic. For 
example, the collapse of a nine-hundred-foot floodwall (this created a one-
thousand-foot gap) conjoined with levee breaches along the Industrial Canal 
sent a massive wall of water into the Lower Ninth Ward. This neighborhood 
was a former swampland located downriver from the Canal, but at this time, 
many poor and working class African Americans lived there. For several days, 
water flowed from the breeched levee into this community. Some people 
drowned in their homes. Others narrowly escaped to the rooftops of two-story 
homes and businesses. Uprooted single story houses toppled cars and trucks 
throughout the neighborhood. Up to twenty-two feet of water laid stagnant in 
the Lower Ninth Ward, and “as the weeks passed and water drained away, 
rotting corpses, shattered homes, and muck-caked tricycles rested in 
silence.”13 High floodwaters also inundated areas like Lakeview, New Orleans 
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East, and the St. Bernard parish. Nevertheless, the Lower Ninth Ward had the 
highest number of deaths associated with Hurricane Katrina. As a result of the 
extensive damage and toxicity levels of mold and other containments, the 
neighborhood was deemed unlivable, and many officials decided that it was 
not worth redeveloping. In the words of the then head of the Department of 
Homeland Security, “there’s nothing out there [referring to the Lower Ninth 
Ward] that can be saved at all.”14 
Both the geographical devastation of the Lower Ninth Ward and the 
growing attitude of governmental officials concerning the redevelopment of 
this neighborhood had a direct effect on Spiritual Churches located in this area 
in particular and throughout New Orleans in general. Before the storm there 
were over forty Spiritual Churches in New Orleans (Table 5.1 and Figure 5.1). 
Table 5.1 African American Spiritual Churches located in New Orleans before Hurricane 
Katrina 
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NAME OF SPIRITUAL CHURCH 
ADDRESS 
Antioch Spiritual Church 1842 Flood Street 
Beth Israel Spiritual Church of Christ 1901 Tennessee Street 
Blessed St. Jude Spiritual Church 3607 Louisiana Avenue Parkway 
Calvary Spiritual Church 1229 1/2 Saint Phillip Street 
Christ Saving Station Spiritual Church 1840 Dryades Street 
Christian Fellowship Spiritual Church 1214 Japonica Street 
Emmanuel Spiritual Church  2940 Cambronne Street 
Evening Star Spiritual Church 6419 N. Robertson Street 
Faith in God Temple Church 2829 Martin Luther King Blvd.  
Faith Open Door Helping Hand Spiritual 
Church 
4030 Banks Street 
Freewill Helping Hand Divine Spiritual 
Church 
4861 America Street 
Greater Light Ministries 4948 Chef Menteur Blvd. 
Guiding Star Spiritual Church 5900 Derbigny Street 
Hands of Glory Spiritual Church of 
Christ 
786 Burbridge Street 
Holy Aid and Comfort Spiritual Church 
of Christ 
1644 Villere Street 
Holy Family Spiritual Church of Christ 2210 Lamanche Street 
Infant Jesus of Prague Spiritual Church 1349 Columbus Street 
Israelite Divine Spiritual Church 3000 Frenchman Street 
Jesus Christ Spiritual Church North Prieur Street 
Lazarus Spiritual Church of Christ 3915 Metropolitan Street 
Magnolia Spiritual Church of Christ 2504 Wintrop Street 
Old Rugged Cross Spiritual Church 1301 Saux Lane 
Pentecost Spiritual Church of Christ 716 Homer Street 
Prudential Spiritual Church  6014 North Tonti Street 
Queen Esther Divine Spiritual Temple 1236 Caffin Avenue 
Sacred Heart Divine Spiritual Church 3132 Laurel Street 
Second Saint Raymond Spiritual Church 1522 North Villere Street 
St. Anthony/St. Michael Chapel 1501 Horace Street 
St. Anthony Divine Spiritual Church 4553 Francis Drive 
St. Anthony Prayer Mission 708 Thayer Street 
St. Anthony Spiritual Church of Christ 3019 Live Oak Street 
St. Christopher Spiritual Church n/a 
St. Daniel Spiritual Church, No. 1 1736 Amelia Street 
St. Expedite Spiritual Church of Christ 3619 First Street 
St. Joseph Helping Hand Divine Spiritual 
Church of Christ 
1709 Casa Calva Street 
St. Jude Prayer Room 2226 Terpsichore Street 
St. Jude Spiritual Church of Christ 2239 Forstall Street 
St. Matthews Divine Spiritual Church 2114 Caffin Avenue 
St. Michael Spiritual Church 2818 Castiglion Street 
St. Michael Spiritual Church of Christ 4213 Martin Luther King Blvd. 
St. Paul Spiritual Church of Christ 111 North Dorgenois Street 
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St. Peter Claver House of Prayer 1332 Simon Bolivar Street 
True Light Spiritual Church of Christ 2826 Metropolitan Street 
[Insert Figure 5.1 Here] 
 
Figure 5.1 Map of post-Katrina African American Spiritual Churches, Esri, HERE, 
GARMIN, NGA, USGS, NPS, 2017. 
The black circles on the map represent preexisting churches, while the black 
diamonds are the only Spiritual Churches present in post-Katrina New 
Orleans. Before Hurricane Katrina, Spiritual Churches could be found in 
Gentilly, the Garden District, and Uptown New Orleans. About a quarter of 
these churches, a majority, were concentrated in the Ninth Ward (ten in the 
Lower Ninth and one in the Upper Ninth). Churches in the Lower Ninth Ward 
were ravaged by floodwaters. The water rescinded, leaving behind church 
spaces marked with “Katrina crosses,” local and national markings used to 
document search efforts. Queen Esther Spiritual Church, a staple in the Lower 
Ninth Ward community for over four decades, represented one such example 
(Figure 5.2).15 
[Insert Figure 5.2 Here] 
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Figure 5.2 Archbishop William Stokes and Bishop Daniel Jackson inspect the remains 
of Queen Esther Spiritual Church, 2010. 
[Insert Figure 5.3 Here] 
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Figure 5.3 Aerial map showing Queen Esther Spiritual Church’s property lot after 
Hurricane Katrina, Google Earth Pro, 2017. 
The dispersion of church members to other U.S. cities like Baton Rouge, 
Houston, and Atlanta; restricted access to properties due to toxicity levels; and 
the lack of financial resources to restore damaged edifices are some of the 
major factors that led to the demise of Spiritual Churches like Queen Esther 
Spiritual Church. Many of them were cleared and turned into green spaces 
(Figure 5.3). These spaces, according to private developers involved in the 
rebuilding of New Orleans, would serve as natural barriers meant to protect 
areas such as Downtown New Orleans, the French Quarters, and the historic 
Tremé neighborhood from future flooding. 
The desire to convert Ninth Ward properties, like those that belonged to 
Spiritual Churches, into buffer spaces was part of a larger political agenda. 
For instance, Ray Nagin, mayor of New Orleans from 2002 to 2010, and his 
Bring Back New Orleans Commission restricted city-approved building 
permits to residents living in these heavily flooded neighborhoods. 
Communities like the Lower Ninth Ward, New Orleans East, Gentilly, and 
Lakeview were seen as unredeemable. Lakeview would soon be excluded 
from this list because it was suggested that half of the original residents of this 
predominately white middle class neighborhood would return. Unfortunately, 
the Lower Ninth Ward did not enjoy the same happy ending. Both local and 
state officials remained adamant about not investing federal funds in 
redeveloping this neighborhood. In reference to the Lower Ninth Ward, state 
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representative Ray LaHood exclaimed “we are not going to rebuild homes that 
are going to be destroyed in two years by another flood; we are not just going 
to throw money at it.”16 On the one hand, flood prone Lakeview has 
completely rebounded, primarily due to federal financial allocations, private 
enterprise investments, and the socio-economic level of its neighborhood 
constituents. On the other hand, the Lower Ninth Ward remains 
underdeveloped because it has received little to no federal funding for 
redevelopment and has garnered only a small number of private investors. 
Additionally, economic, educational, and infrastructural barriers in the forms 
of limited blue collar job opportunities, the presence of one school, a lack of 
public transportation, and the destruction of private properties secured through 
eminent domain, respectively, are real obstacles that discourage former 
residents from returning home. Currently, the Lower Ninth Ward is a sparsely 
populated neighborhood with one charter school, one health clinic, no grocery 
stores, limited utility services, and no Spiritual Churches. 
We’re still here ya bastards 
Despite these despairing events that almost completely erased the footprint of 
African American Spiritual Churches in New Orleans, some members of these 
churches took deliberate action to save a spiritual legacy dating back to the 
1920s. Journalist Roberta Brandes Gratz’s book, We’re Still Here Ya Bastards, 
serves as a segue to discuss just how some members of Spiritual Churches 
responded to geographical, political, social, economic, and demographic shifts 
in post-Katrina New Orleans. To some, the title may seem a bit problematic; 
however, aside from the profanity, this phrase captures the tenacity of the 
parishioners of Spiritual Churches. 
From the on-set, Spiritual people resolved to return to New Orleans after 
Hurricane Katrina. Examples of this resolution can be found among the early 
activities of Spiritual leaders whose churches were destroyed by the storm. 
Some ministers began holding services in major cities that received large 
numbers of evacuees. For instance, Bishop Frances Jackson, pastor of Antioch 
Spiritual Church, which was located in the Lower Ninth Ward, held temporary 
services at St. Phillip Divine Spiritual Church located in Baton Rouge, a city 
whose population doubled as a result of over 200,000 incoming evacuees.17 
While a considerable number of his members were located in Baton Rouge, 
other geographically dispersed members traveled from as far as Texas, 
Mississippi, Georgia, and South Carolina to attend services. Members of 
Antioch Spiritual Church were unable to salvage their Ninth Ward sanctuary, 
so they pooled their resources together, rented a church building located north 
of the New Orleans’ historic Tremé neighborhood, and by 2009 began to offer 
weekly services again. 
Unlike Antioch Spiritual Church, Bishop William “June” Wilson and his 
parishioners at Israelite Divine Spiritual Church were able to save their 
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sanctuary, primarily because of its location in a higher elevated neighborhood. 
Five months after Hurricane Katrina, the congregation started to hold services 
again in its church – a space that at the time was devoid of electricity, interior 
wall petitions, and musical instruments. However, as one member recalled, 
“We had folding chairs, tambourines, and hands [to] clap – the Lord was 
present.”18 Members worked diligently to restore their church to its former 
state, and on “May 21, 2006, the members, friends, and community marched 
into a [newly renovated] church, one that would enrich their lives and improve 
their resistance.”19 These two examples illustrate how Spiritual people used 
the restoration of their sanctuaries as a mode of resistance. They also capture 
the sheer tenacity of members of Antioch Spiritual Church and Israelite 
Divine Spiritual Church to return to and rebuild in New Orleans. It could be 
argued that this determination explains why these Spiritual Churches are the 
only two remaining in the city today; yet, this is only a partial explanation. 
Looming in the background of these churches’ viability is a question 
concerning the fate of the other forty Spiritual Churches that have not 
reopened. Other socio-political and economic factors led to the demise of 
these churches located in the Lower Ninth Ward, Gentilly, the Garden District, 
and Uptown New Orleans (Figure 5.1). These factors include the taking of 
private properties through eminent domain, the rising cost in property taxes, 
the limited availability of low income housing for those working class 
members who sought to return, the increasing number of private investors 
buying tax default properties of geographically dispersed residents, and the 
gentrification of neighborhoods that were formerly occupied by African 
Americans. There are two examples that best illustrate how these factors 
affected Spiritual Churches. Prior to Hurricane Katrina, St. Michael Spiritual 
Church (also known as St. Michael’s Prayer Band) held services in a small 
house located in Faubourg St. John for over twenty years.20 Faubourg St. John 
was a predominately working-class African American neighborhood, but after 
Hurricane Katrina the demographics shifted. One longtime resident explained 
this change: “After Katrina a lot of people who lived in [this] neighborhood 
didn’t come back … they didn’t have the financial wherewithal and it was a 
higher renter percentage. So people started buying up those properties … and 
fixing them up.”21 These influx of primarily middle-class white people “meant 
that Faubourg St. John was no longer a majority black neighborhood” after 
Hurricane Katrina.22 Therefore, the fate of St. Michael was secured through 
the intersecting realities of the economic instability of its members and 
gentrification of the neighborhood due to higher rental rates and property 
values.23 
St. Daniel Spiritual Church, much like St. Michael, offered weekly services 
that would cease to exist after Hurricane Katrina. The church collapsed and 
members decided to sell the property because they could not afford to build a 
new sanctuary. Subsequently, two liens were placed on the property, one 
related to cleanup cost and the other related to unpaid taxes. Members of St. 
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Daniel, namely its pastor, resisted the seizure of their property. After years of 
litigation, St. Daniel’s property was sold to a private investor (Southern 
Developers LLC).24 Nevertheless, the story does not end here for St. Daniel. 
Once costs associated with legal proceedings, property taxes, and FEMA land 
clearance were settled, there was little money to buy another property and 
build a church. The economic limitations of the members who had returned to 
New Orleans and the rising cost of renting commercial property in the area 
served as additional factors that prohibited the reopening of St. Daniel. Church 
members ultimately decided to donate a large portion of the proceeds from the 
sale to local charities and distribute the rest of the money to founding 
members. In the end, the physical structures of St. Daniel and St. Michael, due 
to various socio-economic and political factors, ceased to exist in post-Katrina 
New Orleans. 
How do Spiritual Churches, while few in number, respond to the factors 
that led to the demise of many of their sanctuaries and that continue to create 
social inequalities, which specifically target poor and working class African 
Americans? They turn inward. Spiritual leaders, in particular, focus on 
meeting the spiritual needs of individual church members. These members 
include those who attend the two existing Spiritual Churches in the city and 
those Spiritual people who no longer attend weekly services because their 
churches no longer exist. Their needs include healing, relationship 
development with one’s spirit guide, and mental or emotional alignment. Each 
need represents constituent parts of a particular mode of spiritual development 
introduced by Mother Leafy Anderson in New Orleans’ first African 
American Spiritual Church. Spiritual Churches, in response to social 
injustices put in place after Hurricane Katrina, continue to employ Mother 
Anderson’s model. However, they extended it by establishing a direct 
correlation between spirit development, identity construction, and self-
preservation. To put it another way, Spiritual people used their church’s 
blended belief system (the incorporation of Protestantism, Catholicism, 
American Spiritualism, and Voodoo) along with its rich ritual and material life 
as outlets to construct a multidimensional mode of self – a view of self defined 
by group membership (i.e. collective self) and individual differentiation (i.e. 
personal self). Their understanding of themselves as complex individuals 
empowers them to combat stereotypical images of African Americans living 
in post-Katrina New Orleans. This view of self also provides them with the 
necessary endurance to remain in a city that views them as hindrances to the 
development of a “new” New Orleans, a city that will not, in the words of 
former Urban Development Secretary Alphonso Jackson, “be as black as it 
was for a long time, if ever again.”25 Ultimately, what Spiritual Churches offer 
individuals are various ways to combat social inequalities through spiritual 
development and identity construction, both meant to foster various modes of 
self-affirmation. Such usage represents an indirect form of socio-political 
resistance to social injustices in post-Katrina New Orleans. 
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Preserving spirit and self: case study analyses of Black Hawk rituals 
in post-Katrina New Orleans 
This section provides a closer look at the working relationship between 
spiritual restoration, identity construction, and socio-political resistance. It 
examines how individual Spiritual leaders use rituals to meet the spiritual 
needs of Spiritual Church members and community members at-large. 
Specifically, a case study of analysis of two Black Hawk rituals under the 
directorship of Bishop Daniel Jackson is offered to further elaborate on social 
resistance by way of the resolution of spiritual needs. The first ritual is the 
monthly Black Hawk service, orchestrated by Bishop Daniel Jackson and held 
at Greater St. Michael Spiritual Church. It serves as a public place where 
individuals place their needs before an altar, petition the spirit of Black Hawk, 
and partake in healing rituals. All of these acts are meant to restore and further 
develop one’s spirit. The second ritual is a Black Hawk healing ritual 
performed in Bishop Jackson’s home. It illustrates the ways in which 
individual Spiritual people, like Bishop Jackson, open their homes so that 
interested persons can resolve both their practical and spiritual needs. This 
private type of ritual also provides a viable outlet where Bishop Jackson can 
formulate a complex view of himself that transcends stereotypical images (i.e. 
socially dependent and criminal type) associated with being a working class 
African American man living in a “new” New Orleans. These two cases are 
instrumental in that they show how Spiritual Churches, through the work of 
Spiritual leaders like Bishop Jackson, use personal spiritual restoration and 
development and identity construction to attend to the social, emotional, 
political, and economic disparities facing some African Americans in post-
Katrina New Orleans. 
Before moving into an analysis of these two Black Hawk rituals, a 
biography of Bishop Jackson will provide context. Primarily, it is through 
Bishop Jackson’s efforts that these public and private Black Hawk rituals are 
still in practice after Hurricane Katrina. During my third research trip to New 
Orleans in 2011, Bishop Jackson granted me access to his “working room.” 
This room is a designated space in his home where he performs spiritual work 
for his individual clients. Even though Bishop Jackson and I were the only 
living entities in his working room, the walls of this sacred space appeared to 
have a life of their own. Brightly colored pictures of saints, various images of 
Jesus and the Blessed Mother, lithographs of angels, funeral programs of 
loved ones, and photos of his immediate family covered the walls. Bishop 
Jackson directed my attention to various statues of patron saints like St. Ann, 
St. Barbara, and St. Joseph along with lithographs of the Sacred Heart of Jesus 
and the Holy Family that he had either strategically placed on his working 
altar or on the top mantle of an adjacent mirrored dresser. He effortlessly 
moved from one item to the next, explaining both the placement and purpose 
of each object. Certain objects warranted a special acknowledgement. “That 
picture of the blessed mother belonged to my mother,” explained Bishop 
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Jackson.26 The picture was an old lithograph of the Immaculate Heart of Mary 
housed in a cherry-colored wooden frame. It showed signs of aging as Mary’s 
white veil and robe now had an off white appearance. But despite being over 
sixty years old, Mary’s flaming heart encircled by a garland of thorny roses 
still maintained a radiant crimson color. Bishop Jackson and I stood in silence 
before his mother’s Immaculate Heart of Mary. The pierced heart illuminating 
from the center of Mary’s chest area brought to my mind the prophecy of 
Simeon in Luke 2:34–35, which states,  
Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, “This child is 
destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign 
that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be 
revealed – and a sword will pierce your own soul too.”27  
Gazing upon this photo also reminded me of many conversations with Bishop 
Jackson in which he talked about the joys and sorrows that he has endured 
because of his spiritual gifts of prophecy and healing. After about five minutes 
of reflection, Bishop Jackson candidly shared with me that his mother “kept 
this picture by the front door next to the Sacred Heart of Jesus.”28 In addition 
to this “blessed mother” lithograph, he provided intricate details on a Black 
Hawk statue, an Our Lady of Grace statue, and a plaque of the Lord’s Supper, 
sacred objects that once adorned his mother’s main house altar. Now these 
second generation objects rested on his working altar. These objects not only 
represented material forms used by Bishop Jackson to work spiritual forces, 
but more importantly, they symbolized the continuation of a spiritual legacy 
passed down to him through a matrilineal line.29 
Bishop Jackson’s mother, Octavia Jackson, was introduced to the Spiritual 
tradition through her aunt, Mother Ida Morgan, pastor and founder of Blessed 
St. Mark Spiritual Church (St. Mark), formerly located in the Carrollton 
section of New Orleans. In addition to attending her aunt’s development 
classes at St. Mark, Octavia Jackson would also be ordained in this same 
church. In an interview, Bishop Jackson discussed the various ways that his 
mother practiced “things of the spirit” transmitted through her aunt. “Mother 
always had an altar; [she] always burned a candle [on it],” Bishop Jackson 
remembered. He also talked about his mother’s healing abilities. “I liked to 
see my mother heal; she used blessed oils and plants.”30 Bishop Jackson 
witnessed firsthand his mother’s commitment to Spiritual foundational 
doctrines and rituals through her utilization of altars and candles and her 
performance of healing acts. According to Bishop Jackson, his connection to 
Spiritual Churches came by way of his mother’s spiritual works and her direct 
involvement in St. Mark. “I have always been part of the Spiritual movement 
through my mother,” noted Bishop Jackson.31 Due to his mother’s influence 
and other Spiritual women in his family like Mother Morgan, Bishop Jackson 
joined St. Mark in 1963 at the age of eleven. After receiving formal Spiritual 
training in his great aunt’s development classes, Bishop Jackson became, in 
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his words, “completely involved in the Spiritual movement.”32 Therefore, St. 
Mark served as the birthing ground for a Spiritual legacy initiated through a 
matrilineal line but continued through the work of a male heir, Bishop 
Jackson. 
Bishop Jackson went on to receive his ministerial license from St. Mark in 
1969. Five years later, at the age of twenty-two, he served as the pastor of his 
first church, St. George Spiritual Church (St. George). The church ceased to 
exist after the death of its founder, Mother Height, because it was located on 
disputed heir property. Bishop Jackson and some former members of St. 
George, including his mother, joined St. Daniel Spiritual Church, No. 1 (St. 
Daniel) in 1977. Bishop Jackson became the pastor of St. Daniel in 1989. St. 
Daniel, under the leadership of Bishop Jackson, held the following weekly 
services: mid-day service (Sunday, 12:00 p.m.), Blessed Mother service 
(Wednesday, 7:30 p.m.), and Black Hawk service (Friday, 7:30 p.m.). Each 
service contained, in the words of Bishop Jackson, “a Spiritual format.” This 
format consisted of devotion, which included prayer, singing, and testifying. 
Healing and prophecy followed the devotional period. For Blessed Mother 
and Black Hawk services, the acts of healing and prophetic utterances were 
carried out through the evoking of the spirit for which the service was held. 
For example, Friday night Black Hawk services, in addition to the spiritual 
format, included calling forth the spirit of Black Hawk. Bishop Jackson 
maintained that St. Daniel was “not a Black Hawk church,” but that he brought 
Black Hawk with him (Figure 5.4). 
[Insert Figure 5.4 Here] 
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Figure 5.4 Bishop Daniel Jackson at a Black Hawk feast, 2004. 
Before Bishop Jackson became the pastor of St. Daniel, Friday night service 
was categorized as a “healing and prophecy service.” However, after 1989, St. 
Daniel dedicated each Friday night to Black Hawk. 
In 2000, Bishop Jackson established the United Spiritual Churches of 
Christ.33 As leader and orchestrator of this Spiritual association, Bishop 
Jackson’s reputation as a gifted leader was further solidified in the Spiritual 
Church movement in New Orleans and surrounding southern Louisiana cities 
like Baton Rouge, Four Corners, Franklin, Charenton, and Baldwin. Bishop 
Jackson continued to serve as pastor of St. Daniel, which he boasted had 
approximately two hundred members on the roll, and president of the United 
Spiritual Churches of Christ. All of this would change with the onslaught of 
Hurricane Katrina. Bishop Jackson and his family, like thousands of other 
New Orleanians, abandoned their home. They relocated to Charlotte, North 
Carolina. For five months Bishop Jackson, despite the absence of a physical 
church, continued his spiritual practices. He regularly performed a novena (a 
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ritual that involves the performance of a personal prayer while burning a red 
candle) to his spirit guide Black Hawk. He petitioned Black Hawk on behalf 
of his family, asking that he would provide protection for each one of them. 
Bishop Jackson returned to New Orleans to find St. Daniel in a collapsed state. 
He explained to me that while he understood that Hurricane Katrina was an 
act of God, he was still quite upset to see this great spiritual sanctuary, which 
was built by Mother Lena Scovotto in the 1920s reduced to rubble. Despite 
the devastating toll that this natural disaster had on both Bishop Jackson’s 
church and home, his unwavering belief in the “old spiritual way” of 
petitioning spirits like Black Hawk remained intact. According to him, God 
continues to use Black Hawk to intercede on behalf of Spiritual people 
residing in post-Katrina New Orleans. They only need access to him. Public 
Black Hawk services and private Black Hawk healing rituals orchestrated by 
Bishop Jackson act as actual access points where these individuals can 
commune with the spirit of Black Hawk. 
Black Hawk services at greater St. Michael Spiritual Church 
Upon returning to New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, Bishop Jackson’s 
primary objectives were to find a new home (his pre-Katrina rental property 
was deemed uninhabitable), to secure employment, and to track down 
members of his now completely destroyed church, St. Daniel. Bishop Jackson, 
only one year after the storm, began to offer individual consultations and small 
patron saint feasts (dedicated to Black Hawk, St. Michael, and St. Joseph) in 
his new shotgun-style home located in the Uptown/Carrollton section of New 
Orleans near Tulane University. These activities drew some Spiritual people 
who had returned to New Orleans, but Bishop Jackson also wanted to start 
holding weekly Black Hawk services like those performed at St. Daniel before 
Hurricane Katrina. Greater St. Michael Spiritual Church (St. Michael) located 
in Baton Rouge, Louisiana became the new home of Bishop Jackson’s Black 
Hawk services.34 This location was ideal because many members of New 
Orleans’ Spiritual Churches, including some who attended Bishop Jackson’s 
church, fled to Baton Rouge and never returned to the city. Also, there were 
only two Spiritual Churches operating in New Orleans at this time. Israelite 
Divine Spiritual Church, where Bishop Jackson attended Sunday service, was 
not a viable option because under the church’s new pastor Black Hawk was 
no longer recognized as an acceptable saint. Thus, yearly feasts and weekly 
services dedicated to him were no longer administered at the church.35 
Members of Antioch Spiritual Church, once they secured a new location 
outside of the Lower Ninth Ward, began holding weekly Black Hawk services 
for its members. Lastly, St. Michael, in addition to Black Hawk, was one of 
Bishop Jackson’s primary spirit guides, so he saw the availability of the church 
named after his guide as a sign of confirmation. All of these factors taken 
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together served as his rationale in making the weekly two-hour trek by 
Greyhound bus from New Orleans to Baton Rouge.36 
Again, Black Hawk services conducted by Bishop Jackson resembled those 
he offered at St. Daniel before Hurricane Katrina. Each Thursday night around 
7 p.m. attendees enter into a dark sanctuary. Light from a single red candle 
located on the “Black Hawk table” is the only source of illumination in St. 
Michael. Along with this candle, a bust of Black Hawk and several unlit 
seven-day red and white candles adorn this red cloth-covered table. The 
service begins with singing, praying, and testifying. This pattern, established 
by early mothers of the Spiritual movement, is known as the “spiritual way.” 
Songs and prayers may include the following Black Hawk Chant and Black 
Hawk Prayer: 
Black Hawk Chant 
Black Hawk is a watchman on the wall. 
Black Hawk is a watchman on the wall. 
Black Hawk is a watchman on the wall. 
On the wall. 
On the wall. 
On the wall. 
He’ll fight your battles on the wall. 
He’ll fight your battles on the wall. 
He’ll fight your battles on the wall. 
On the wall. 
On the wall. 
On the wall.37 
Black Hawk Prayer 
Black Hawk, be a watchman on the wall. Prop me up every time I fall. 
Whet their tongue, like a sword and bend their bows to shoot arrows at 
bitter words. 
Teach their hands to woe. Let the Lord shoot at them with arrows that 
seek evil…. 
Revenge, O God, in the power of Black Hawk. 
Black Hawk, be a protector from all hurt, harm, and danger. 
Be my keeper and shield me and bless me when I stand in need.38 
Captured in these words are characterizing elements associated with the spirit 
of Black Hawk. Black Hawk is a fierce protector of those who petition him. 
He watches over them. He meets their every need. The testimonial period 
illustrates the variety of ways that Black Hawk operates in the everyday lives 
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of his followers. For instance, Bishop Jackson testified about one night when 
the spirit of Black Hawk appeared as a red dog and kept him from taking his 
usual route home from work. He discovered the next day that a horrific crime 
had been committed along his customary path.39 “That’s why I am a Black 
Hawk person!” Bishop Jackson proclaimed. 
An offertorial period follows testimonies. Bishop Jackson then moves near 
the Black Hawk table and “opens up the service.” According to him, these 
words are meant to invoke the spirit of Black Hawk. This verbal petition opens 
the spirit door so that Black Hawk may enter.40 The door, since it represents 
the boundary between temporal and spiritual realms, must be opened in order 
for the spirit to enter into the sanctuary of St. Michael. Bishop Jackson claims 
that other spirits may also come in once the door has been opened. It is at his 
discretion whether or not these spirits are entertained. Once Black Hawk 
enters, the healing and prophecy portion of the service begins for it is through 
him that attendees receive spiritual healings and prophetic messages. 
Healings are individually based. Those seeking healing approach the 
individual who is under the control of Black Hawk. Although Bishop Jackson 
leads the service, he may not be the one who controls this portion of the 
service. Healing happens in two ways: through physical contact or object 
manipulation. The first method involves the entranced minister laying hands 
on the seeking individuals and praying over them. On occasion, the minister 
applies Black Hawk oil to the “mole of the individual’s head.” Bishop Jackson 
readily uses this form of healing in Black Hawk services because according 
to him “the mind and brain control the whole body and if you heal the mind 
then the healing of the body is sure to follow.”41 The second method entails 
the manipulation of select objects. Bishop Jackson specifically works with 
items such as incense, ribbons, blessed candles, and handkerchiefs. He is 
known for summoning the curative powers of Black Hawk using a white 
handkerchief, a spiritual technique taught to him by Bishop Wilbert A. 
Hawkins founder of St. Anthony Divine Spiritual Temple of Christ in the early 
1940s. Regardless of the method, entranced ministers like Bishop Jackson are 
only instruments. Black Hawk, a divine agent of God, directs the healing, for 
he speaks to the “subconscious mind of the entranced,” giving them specific 
instructions on how to heal the individual.42 While requests for physical 
healings are popular in Bishop Jackson’s service, attendees also petition Black 
Hawk to heal their broken temporal matters. Favor in court cases (some 
involving land disputes), protection of displaced family members, job or 
economic security, and guidance in everyday matters represent examples of 
these “broken conditions” that individuals living in post-Katrina times ask 
Black Hawk to fix. 
In addition to these healings, Black Hawk, working through the entranced 
minister, may choose to offer prophecy to those in attendance. “Prophecy 
requires a clear mind,” states Bishop Jackson.43 The subconscious must be 
totally relaxed in order for a spirit like Black Hawk to enter. Accordingly, 
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Bishop Jackson asserts that during moments of prophesy, Black Hawk takes 
control of his subconscious without taking total control of his conscious ego 
as a whole. This means that Black Hawk speaks through Bishop Jackson, but 
not at the expense of him being unaware of his immediate surroundings. 
Prophesy can be given to a select individual, or it can be a proclamation given 
to all of those in attendance. Interestingly, Bishop Jackson willingly shared 
more information about healing than prophesy, and, while he sometimes 
discussed details of particular messages received during Black Hawk services, 
he followed these narratives with strict instructions to keep them “off the 
record.” 
The completion of healing and prophecy signals a swift transition in the 
service. Bishop Jackson takes a small cast iron cauldron filled with “all-
purpose” incense. He lights this powdery substance and places the kettle in 
the center of the church.44 The smoke, according to him, continues to move 
the spirit of Black Hawk. Participants, including Bishop Jackson, form a circle 
around this smoking cauldron, and then they sit on the floor in front of Black 
Hawk’s special table. The statue of Black Hawk keeps a watchful eye on them. 
The single red candle on the table conjoined with the billowing column of 
smoke entices the spirit of Black Hawk to remain in the sanctuary. Bishop 
Jackson begins to sing an augmented version of the song “Meeting on the Old 
Camp Ground” and soon others join him in serenading Black Hawk: 
Meeting tonight, meeting tonight, meeting on the old camp ground. 
Meeting tonight, meeting tonight, meeting on the old camp ground. 
Praying tonight, praying tonight, praying on the old camp ground. 
Praying tonight, praying tonight, praying on the old camp ground. 
Black Hawk tonight, Black Hawk tonight, Black Hawk on the old 
campground. 
Black Hawk tonight, Black Hawk tonight, Black Hawk on the old 
campground. 
Bishop Jackson maintains that repetition of these verses calls Black Hawk 
even further into action. According to him, sometimes this increasing action 
can lead to spontaneous occurrences. For example, he recalled such a time 
when he abruptly broke out of the circle: “I sit in the middle of the circle [and] 
smoke all of the circle.”45 Upon breaking out of the circle and placing himself 
in the middle of the circle, Bishop Jackson proceeded to twirl a white 
handkerchief above his head three times. The handkerchief further aroused the 
spirit of Black Hawk. After that Bishop Jackson took the same handkerchief 
and forced smoke in the direction of each person in the circle. The smoke 
symbolized a concrete manifestation of Black Hawk’s presence. Hence, as the 
dark gray substance covered the bodies of attendees, they were assured that 
Black Hawk would be with them when they left this space. Sometimes Bishop 
Jackson smokes only the feet of those in the circle. He calls this process “feet 
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blessing.” Whether the feet or the entire body of the individuals are smoked, 
the completion of this process ensures that Black Hawk will guide and protect 
them as they travel on their unique paths. No matter the location of these 
pathways, whether in Baton Rouge, New Orleans, or other areas in rural 
Louisiana, Black Hawk is with them. 
After the smoking, the ritual returned to its traditional format. If there is no 
spontaneous action, then Bishop Jackson leads participants to the Black Hawk 
table. Each attendee approaches the table and silently prays before the statue 
of Black Hawk. The person, while touching the statue, directs a word of praise 
towards the saint and then places a monetary gift on the table. In exchange for 
this offering, participants receive a seven-day candle that has been blessed by 
the spirit of Black Hawk throughout the service. While some choose to light 
their candles with the red Black Hawk candle and place them on the church’s 
main altar, others opt to take their candles home and burn them on their 
personal Black Hawk altar. No matter the choice, this blessed candle ensures 
that Black Hawk’s victory, protection, power, justice, and peace will be 
released into the lives of those who honor him. Bishop Jackson ends the 
service with the following proclamation: “The service has ended and its feast 
time.” Then, a communal meal commences. This type of meal, albeit on a 
smaller scale than before the storm, continues the Spiritual tradition of 
providing food for those attending services dedicated to spirits recognized by 
the church. 
The preceding description considers the use of verbal intonations, color 
symbolism, and body and object manipulation in the invocation of the spirit 
of Black Hawk, but it also captures something else. It shows a direct 
engagement of a particular belief system. Black Hawk rituals afford 
opportunities for individuals to enter into relationship with a Native American 
spirit guide that has been a part of the Spiritual cosmology for over ninety 
years. For those who recognize Black Hawk as their spirit guide – a divinely 
authorized mediator that protects and counsels the person and attends to his 
or her spiritual needs – the rituals performed in this service further strengthen 
their relationship with him. Even though he officiates the service, Bishop 
Jackson’s relationship with Black Hawk, his primary spirit guide, is re-
affirmed through performing rituals. Such an affirmation fuels his 
proclamation of Black Hawk as a source of strength and protector, for in his 
words, “he fights my battles and protects my family [and he accompanies me] 
as I go up and down dangerous highways.”46 For those persons on the opposite 
end of the spectrum, who are unfamiliar with this spirit, this Black Hawk 
service held at St. Michael provides them with an opportunity to get to know 
him. Through personal petitions offered at his table, a healing touch from the 
spirit himself, or even, the reception of a verbal communiqué from Black 
Hawk by way of an entranced minister like Bishop Jackson, the unfamiliar 
could become acquainted with Black Hawk’s spirit. All of these cases are 
concrete examples of the utilization of Black Hawk services for personal 
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spiritual development. Such development translates into the meeting of the 
actual spiritual needs of individuals that attend these services. In this way, the 
Black Hawk service held at St. Michael is a public space where a fractured 
person’s spirit, and at times, physical body, undergoes restoration, all under 
the directorship of “Saint Black Hawk.” 
Black Hawk healing ritual at Bishop Daniel Jackson’s Home 
Public Black Hawk services allow for a more formal view of interactions 
between the spirit and attendees. Black Hawk healing rituals conducted in 
residential spaces, however, capture an up-close and personal view of Black 
Hawk’s workings in the everyday realities of Spiritual people living in post-
Katrina New Orleans. In addition to openly displaying spiritual healing 
processes, they provide Spiritual people like Bishop Jackson a means to 
articulate complex views of self defined not just by social categories of race, 
gender, and class but by notions of individual difference (i.e. unique qualities 
of the person). Thus, Bishop Jackson uses Black Hawk rituals to heal his 
clients and to construct a multidimensional view of himself based on both 
collectivity and individuality. This dynamical view of self represents a type of 
self-affirmation that arms Bishop Jackson in particular and other Spiritual 
people in general with the will to live and thrive in a redeveloped New Orleans 
that has been structurally arranged in a way that marginalizes certain groups 
of people. 
During many research trips to New Orleans, I spent a considerable amount 
of time at the home of Bishop Jackson. Most of this time was spent at his 
“kitchen table.”47 This small wooden table became the place where we 
snacked on cookies and almonds together. It was here that he, at times, 
simultaneously held two crying grandbabies in his arms. While this table 
served as a place of familial gathering and communal eating, the kitchen table 
also represented the place where Bishop Jackson unlocked many mysteries 
concerning the Spiritual tradition. He shared with me various historical 
narratives filled with names, events, and locations that have not been captured 
in scholarly treatments of New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches. He also talked to 
me about the subtle distinctions between patron saints, miracle working saints, 
and spirit guides. Bishop Jackson even revealed esoteric knowledge that I was 
instructed to keep off the record. Most of our “table” talks, though, centered 
on the vital role of his home altars in Black Hawk healing rituals. 
Bishop Jackson’s Black Hawk healing rituals consist of four distinct phases: 
(1) the evaluative phase, (2) the invocative phase, (3) the restorative phase, 
and (4) the prescriptive phase. The first phase begins with a consultation with 
the potential candidate seeking healing. This meeting occurs at the kitchen 
table. It is here that the client describes her condition in great detail, and 
Bishop Jackson listens. Not only does he listen with his natural ear, but also 
Bishop Jackson keeps his spiritual ear attuned to instructions from the spirit 
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world. According to him, spiritual listening is “a discerning spirit look[ing] in 
the spirit.”48 Therefore, discernment involves the use of one’s ears and eyes. 
After the client finishes describing her condition, Bishop Jackson uses his gift 
of discernment to make a decision concerning the client’s intentions, whether 
her motives are good or evil. If the latter, Bishop Jackson “shows them the 
door.”49 However, if the former, he takes the person on as a client. An accepted 
client is immediately ushered into a room adjacent to the kitchen known as 
the “working room.”50 This movement represents a transitional point in that it 
signals the end of the evaluative phase and the beginning of the invocatory 
phase of the ritual. The working room is the heart of the entire Black Hawk 
healing ritual. Its importance lies in its location. “We are closer to the door.”51 
This room places both Bishop Jackson and his client in a position near what 
he calls “a spiritual door.” This door is not like the front door that Bishop 
Jackson shows rejected clients. Instead, it takes the physical form of a 
“working altar.” This altar represents the symbolic boundary between 
dimensions of temporality and spirituality. It is at this altar that Bishop 
Jackson and his client stand: one seeking a curative response from the spiritual 
side of the door and the other accepting the possibilities of a curative 
manifestation on the temporal side. 
Bishop Jackson’s working altar is quite complex and awaits a thick 
description. It is a tri-level structure filled with saints, angels, flowers, candles, 
oils, and chromolithographs (Figure 5.5). 
[Insert Figure 5.5 Here] 
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Figure 5.5 “Working altar” at the home of Bishop Jackson in New Orleans, 2011. 
The bottom-most level of the working altar contains a vast array of 
photographs of Bishop Jackson, his mother, and other family members; a 
colorful print of the Blessed Mother with Infant Jesus; two small boxes 
containing novenas and other prescriptive items hidden from the eye; liquid 
tobacco oil (i.e. Black Hawk oil); a vivid plaque of a Christianized depiction 
of the seven African powers; and a multi-colored wooden plaque of the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus. Statues of the Blessed Mother, St. Joseph, Uriel, Buddha, and 
St. Michael the Archangel along with blessed oil, waters, and an assortment 
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of libations composes the middle level of this working altar.52 A host of saints, 
including St. Ann, St. Anthony, St. Jude, St. Joseph, and Black Hawk, take 
their post on the upper-most level among the goblets of water, vases of 
artificial flowers, a candle lamp with a red bulb, a green votive candle, and a 
concealed bottle of liquor. A wooden cane adorned with a red handkerchief 
and colored ribbons is positioned in a way that it collapses all three levels of 
the altar into a single representation. In addition to this material complexity, 
Bishop Jackson’s working altar is significant because of its rich history. The 
portion of the altar covered in gray paint belonged to Mother Dora Tyson, an 
early pioneer of the Spiritual movement that trained under Mother Leafy 
Anderson, the founder of the first Spiritual Church in New Orleans, and was 
an original part of the interior structure of the Eternal Love Christian Faith, 
No. 1 during the 1930s.53 The altar was then passed down to Mother Cornelia 
Flower, one of Mother Tyson’s co-workers. After the closing of Mother 
Tyson’s church, Mother Flower took the altar to her home. Soon after, she 
would join St. Daniel and upon her death willed the altar along with the gray 
painted statues of the blessed mother, St. Michael, St. Joseph, and St. Anthony 
to Bishop Jackson. While this altar has received the petitions of many Spiritual 
people for over seventy years, it now receives the requests of those seeking a 
healing from Black Hawk in the home of Bishop Jackson. This altar is 
historically significant, but it also possesses curative powers. Bishop Jackson 
offered the following narrative as evidence of the altar’s power. “Joshua 
[Bishop Jackson’s grandson] suffered from high fevers and convulsions,” 
Bishop Jackson shared with me. “The paramedics pronounced him dead on 
the scene one time, and I took his body and laid him on the altar; within 
minutes they found a pulse and rushed him to the hospital. That’s why I call 
him, Miracle Baby.”54 It is here that Bishop Jackson brings his clients. 
Standing before this altar, the second phase of the Black Hawk healing ritual 
begins. 
The invocative phase involves calling forth of the spirit of Black Hawk. 
Bishop Jackson lights incense in the same cauldron used in the Black Hawk 
services held at St. Daniel before Hurricane Katrina. Both the aroma and 
smoke are meant, in the words of Bishop Jackson, “to call the spirit of Black 
Hawk in.” Sometimes Bishop Jackson places a cup of coffee with whiskey 
near the burning incense in order to further evoke Black Hawk. Many Spiritual 
people that work with the spirit of Black Hawk draw direct parallelism 
between invocation and alcohol. In an interview with anthropologist Stephen 
Wehmeyer, Bishop Jackson discussed this particular correlation. He stated,  
We [Spiritual people] entertain him [Black Hawk] with a little whiskey 
… when you make him drunk, he’ll do anything. Because most people 
when they drink they get to be a different person, and it’s the same way 
with them [spirits like Black Hawk]; when they drink, they are a different 
person.55  
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It is important to draw attention to the fact that this correlation recapitulates a 
stereotypical image of the drunken Native American in American history. For 
Bishop Jackson calling forth Black Hawk with the hopes of healing his client 
supersedes understanding the problematic relationship between alcohol and 
Native Americans that finds expression in his private Black Hawk healing 
ritual. 
Other times Bishop Jackson uses altar objects to draw out Black Hawk. For 
example, he may twirl a white, red, or black (the colors of Black Hawk 
representing purity, victory, and power respectively) handkerchief or 
vigorously wave colored ribbons. A more forceful way of calling Black Hawk 
to action involves knocking, which entails physically knocking on the altar. 
“If I need something quick I twist [the] handkerchief hard or knock with the 
cane,” describes Bishop Jackson. Thus, the manipulation of the handkerchief 
and knocking with the cane serve as methods to call Black Hawk into quick 
action. Bishop Jackson also uses prayer to entice Black Hawk to enter into the 
working room. “Who better than to go to the saints?” Through prayer Bishop 
Jackson “asks him [Black Hawk] to intercede” on behalf of his client. His 
prayer “quickens the saint.” Physiological changes signal the presence of 
Black Hawk. Bishop Jackson claims, “When the spirit is coming on I feel a 
hotness or sometimes I see a picture-like flash of the spirit.”56 These changes 
indicate that Black Hawk is now ready to administer healing to the client 
through the hands of Bishop Jackson. 
The client is either anointed with oil or cleansed with water in the 
restorative phase of the ritual. “Black Hawk,” according to Bishop Jackson, 
“determines the direction; [he] speaks to my subconscious mind and tells me 
what to do.” Bishop Jackson defines the subconscious as the innermost part 
of the mind.57 It is within his subconscious mind that Bishop Jackson hears an 
inner voice offering directions to take in private healing rituals. If the 
determining prescription is hydrotic cleansing Bishop Jackson immediately 
retrieves a basin of tap water and places it on the altar. After praying over the 
water, he lays hands on his client’s head and then washes them in the basin of 
water. This act symbolizes a “washing off of the conditions picked up through 
physical contact.” A fellow Spiritual healer of New Orleans discusses the 
importance of water in healing rituals. She states, “I touched her[;] she had 
arthritis. I got arthritis now. Because I didn’t know how to throw it off. When 
I finished healing her, I could hardly move … I did not know how to throw it 
off. See, you supposed to use water, when you are having a healing.”58 Water 
heals, but it also acts as a transference agent. Through physical contact Bishop 
Jackson disembodies his client’s illness; however, this condition is transferred 
unto his body. Washing with water affords transference of the illness from 
Bishop Jackson’s body into the basin. If the spirit of Black Hawk leads him in 
the direction of healing by means of anointing, Bishop Jackson removes his 
red tobacco oil (also known as Black Hawk oil) from his working altar. Liquid 
tobacco further invokes Black Hawk. Bishop Jackson anoints his hands, rubs 
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them together three times, places his hands on the forehead of the client, and 
through prayer petitions Black Hawk to intercede on behalf of his client. Once 
the client has been washed, oiled, and prayed over, the healing ritual ends with 
either the giving of prophetic utterances or the prescribing of a specific 
novena. The former process represents a message from Black Hawk delivered 
through Bishop Jackson who acts as a medium. The latter act involves Bishop 
Jackson giving the client a novena card or a verbal novena to follow. No matter 
the prescriptive form, Black Hawk makes the final determination and the ritual 
comes to an end. 
Based on the preceding description of Bishop Jackson’s residential Black 
Hawk rituals, obtaining healing for the client appears to be the primary 
concern, but there is something else at play here. These rituals are also 
beneficial to Bishop Jackson in that they are creative media used by him to 
construct various modes of identity. Specifically, Bishop Jackson manipulates 
altar objects in the second phase of the ritual to, on the one hand, invoke the 
spirit of Black Hawk, and on the other hand, to express a unique view of 
himself. In his usage of certain objects and acts, Bishop Jackson aligns himself 
with the Spiritual doctrine of healing through Black Hawk. His employment 
of a white handkerchief represents a continuation of the teachings of Bishop 
Hawkins of St. Anthony Divine Spiritual Temple of Christ. For “twirling a 
white handkerchief” is a sure way to cause Black Hawk “to appear in the 
doorway.”59 He continues the tradition of arousing Black Hawk through the 
Spiritual tradition of ritual knocking. He, like other Spiritual people in the city, 
“knock resoundingly three times, honoring the saints and rousing them to 
action.”60 While Bishop Jackson maintains a degree of solidarity with the 
collective consensus concerning the invocation of Black Hawk, his usage of 
other non-traditional invoking agents differentiates him from this same 
collective. For instance, Bishop Jackson employs ribbons to call forth Black 
Hawk. “I work through ribbons,” maintains Bishop Jackson (Figure 5.6).61 
[Insert Figure 5.6 Here] 
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Figure 5.6 Working ribbons and a handkerchief sent to author. 
According to him, the manipulation of ribbons – particularly the working 
of a red, white, and blue knotted ribbons – like the twirling of a white 
handkerchief “quickens” the actions of Black Hawk in the healing process. 
Bishop Jackson also utilizes a wooden walking stick to invoke Black Hawk 
through knocking. Although knocking with one’s fist is traditionally used in 
many Spiritual Churches, Bishop Jackson alters this process by using a stick 
to perform this action. Such alteration leads to the emergence of a new method 
that is an extension of the original act of knocking. It is important to note here 
that no other scholarly work covering invocatory practices of New Orleans 
Spiritual Churches have covered the use of objects like that of a ribbon or a 
stick in the ritualized acts of invocation. Bishop Jackson’s use of a cane and 
ribbons is his unique contribution to spirit invocation. Ribbon working and 
stick knocking are acts of personal creativity created by Bishop Jackson to 
initiate spiritual assistance in the healing process. Both ribbon and stick are 
instrumental objects.62 They allow Bishop Jackson to assert a sense of 
personal agency within the ritual space of healing. Such an exertion of 
personal agency allows Bishop Jackson to see himself as an individual who 
has enriched the Spiritual tradition through his unique contributions. 
While the invocative phase of ritual healing offers a view of Bishop 
Jackson’s personal self, the restorative phase of this same ritual captures the 
articulation of a more collective definition of self. The third phase of healing 
is characterized by a ritualized encounter between Bishop Jackson and his 
client. Whether through the use of hydrotic cleansing or oil anointing, both 
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parties in this encounter “contribute to a single over-all definition which 
involves not so much a real agreement as to what exists but rather a real 
agreement as to whose claims concerning what issues will be temporarily 
honored.”63 Such a consensus requires establishing a solitary point of 
agreement that governs the interaction. For example, if Bishop Jackson 
anoints his client’s head with Black Hawk oil, then the actual ritual 
performance in and of itself signals the presence of a collaborative agreement 
between Bishop Jackson and his client. To put it another way, Bishop Jackson 
carries out the method because of his confidence in Black Hawk’s ability to 
decide on matters of restorative acts involved in the healing process. In his 
words, “Black Hawk determines the direction.” The client receives the 
anointing, an action signifying the client’s confidence in the ability of the spirit 
of Black Hawk to work through Bishop Jackson to bring about healing. The 
two ritual participants, Bishop Jackson and his client, form a consensus about 
Black Hawk’s role in determining the restorative method in this phase of the 
healing ritual. In this way, Black Hawk serves as a connective point. Joined 
by their common belief in Black Hawk’s healing abilities, Bishop Jackson and 
his client stand united before the working altar. In this context, belief is 
understood as “the formation and maintenance of a consensus or community 
of feeling, in which the self one performs with the community is the self one 
wishes to be recognized.”64 Therefore, the formation of a consensus between 
Bishop Jackson and his client allows him to express a collective self. This 
allows him to see himself as a collaborative part of a meaningful whole. 
Particularly during the anointing and cleansing portion of the restorative 
phase, Bishop Jackson is able to articulate a view of himself that is not based 
on his unique contributions to the invocatory practices of the New Orleans 
Spiritual tradition; instead, he expresses a notion of self larger than his own 
individuality. 
Taken together, the restorative and invocative phases of the Black Hawk 
healing ritual shed light on Bishop Jackson’s dual desire to express a sense of 
self based on collective consensus and personal difference. Physical contact 
coupled by a consensus of belief as exhibited in the performance of ritual 
cleansing and anointing provides a means for Bishop Jackson to express a 
collective sense of self. Such privileging of the collective self represses his 
personal self, a notion of self premised on his unique contributions to spirit 
invocation practice that Bishop Jackson previously asserted in the invocative 
phase of the healing process. Although repressed, the personal self in not 
totally eliminated but always remains a possible mode of self to be obtained. 
An example of this type of returning of the “repressed” personal self occurs 
within the prescriptive phase of ritual healing. Although Bishop Jackson 
forms a working consensus with his client in the third phase, he differentiates 
himself from his client in the terminating phase either through the use of 
prophetic utterances and/or novenas. “Sometimes prophecy follows,” 
maintains Bishop Jackson. Prophecy given during this phase, much like that 
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of invocative and restorative phases, requires the participatory action from the 
spirit of Black Hawk. “Prophecy comes from the spirit world.” Spiritual leader 
Bishop Bessie Johnson confirms Bishop Jackson’s words, stating, “Prophecy 
is something which comes through the divine spirit force.”65 It is Black Hawk 
who speaks through Bishop Jackson during the prophetic portion of the 
healing ritual. This ability to channel Black Hawk differentiates him from his 
client who is only able to receive messages. Therefore, prophecy counteracts 
ritualistic collectivity established between Bishop Jackson and his client 
during the restorative phase and forefronts the uniqueness of Bishop Jackson. 
The prophetic moment of the prescriptive phase, then, affords Bishop Jackson 
the opportunity to once again express a view of himself based on his unique 
ability to receive prophetic words from Black Hawk during this one-on-one 
healing ritual. The prescriptive phase, then, serves as an outlet for the return 
of Bishop Jackson’s formerly repressed personal self. 
What is ultimately captured in the Black Hawk healing ritual as a whole is 
Bishop Jackson’s desire to express a view of himself that holds in tension both 
individuality and collectivity. This ritual particularly provides him with media 
to construct a personal view of himself as distinguishable from others due to 
his unique evoking methods and a more collective view of self formed through 
a ritualized consensus with his client. His movement between the personal self 
and collective self points to the presence of yet another desire: to express a 
more dynamic self-view. Bishop Jackson uses the invocatory, restorative, and 
prescriptive phases of the ritual to satisfy this desire. Through these phases, 
he moves back and forth between seeing himself as a unique Spiritual 
practitioner and viewing himself as interchangeable with his client and other 
Spiritual adherents who work with Black Hawk. Accordingly, it is in those 
brief in-between moments when individuality overlaps with collectivity that 
he sees himself as one who is an embodied representation of both sameness 
and difference. The Black Hawk healing ritual becomes a projective site 
where Bishop Jackson displays a fluid multidimensional view of himself. It 
acts as a medium through which Bishop Jackson conveys personally and 
collectively based images of himself. Bishop Jackson creatively manipulates 
various elements found in Black Hawk healing rituals to construct a 
multidimensional mode of self that incorporates both collectivity and 
individuality. This view yields a particular type of self-affirmation in which 
Bishop Jackson is aware of his positive qualities both in relationship to a group 
and apart from a group. 
The language of ritualized forms of identity construction is my own and not 
necessarily the word of Bishop Jackson. For over the six years that I have 
worked with this amazing person and spiritual practitioner, he constantly 
shared with me how his daily interactions with both of his spirit guides, Black 
Hawk and St. Michael, were self-revelatory. He ascertains who he really is by 
way of interaction with his guides. Accordingly, these moments of 
ascertaining a true sense of himself are, according to Bishop Jackson, what 
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provide him with the strength to live in a “new” New Orleans that is 
characterized by limited economic opportunities, gentrification, high price 
real estate, and the criminalization of working class African Americans who 
dared to return. Despite these elements, Bishop Jackson, with an attitude of 
knowingness proclaims, “because I am a Black Hawk person, I will always be 
led by his spirit and protected by him.”66 His words capture a sense of 
confidence in the power of Black Hawk to meet both his temporal and spiritual 
needs. This assurance also extends to his identity. His direct identification with 
Black Hawk conjoined with Bishop Jackson’s ritual performances as well as 
the ability to see himself as a complex individual provides Bishop Jackson 
with the will not only to survive in the harsh social, political, and economic 
realities of a post-Katrina New Orleans but to thrive in this unjust and 
unforgiving land. Accordingly, his use of spiritual restoration and identity 
construction as ways to resist social injustices and thrive in the city driven by 
these inequalities illustrates the continuous operation of a politico-spiritual 
approach. While this blended approach to social injustice was initiated on the 
heels of leaders like Mother Leafy Anderson and Mother Catherine Seal, it 
remains just as viable in the activities of Spiritual people living in New 
Orleans today. 
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Abstract: The conclusion sums up the book’s argument and 
discusses its implications for African American religious studies. 
Specifically, the chapter highlights two core contributions to 
African American religious studies that an analysis of Spiritual 
Churches’ politico-spiritual approach offers. First, attention to this 
symbiotic model provides researchers with an interpretative lens 
through which to view the social justice activities of African 
American religious traditions in general and African American 
churches in particular. Second, utilizing Spiritual Churches as a 
means to discuss the politico-spiritual model further diversifies the 
African American religious studies landscape. 
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Conclusion 
A politico-spiritual approach to social activism: 
implications for African American religion 
Even histories of the Black Church in the United States have tended 
to silence African American movements not understood as 
emancipatory, dismissing them as “cults and sects.” 
— Elizabeth Pérez from Religion in the Kitchen (2016) 
Spiritual and Social Transformation in African American Spiritual Churches 
has sought to grapple with the type of silence that religious studies scholar 
Elizabeth Pérez cites in the opening quote. Here, silence is not necessarily the 
absence of, but rather, the historical repression of certain traditions and 
analytical approaches in African American religious studies. 
African American Spiritual Churches represent one such tradition that has 
been underrepresented in historical examinations of African American 
religion. Hence, this book seeks to give voice to African American Spiritual 
Churches and to illustrate how an analysis of these churches, including the use 
of comprehensive archival material and ethnographic data, reveals the 
presence of an approach to social injustice based on a symbiotic relationship 
between political and spiritual modes of engagement. 
In the past, scholarly treatments of African American Spiritual Churches 
have focused primarily on the esoteric and therapeutic aspects of their belief 
system. While African American Spiritual Churches have provided and 
continue to provide parishioners with access to magico-religious rituals meant 
to produce desired results of healing, prosperity, and protection, they are more 
than just conjurers. African American Spiritual Churches are complex 
ecclesiastical entities. These churches utilize doctrines of spirit invocation 
combined with materially rich ritual practices to address the social and 
spiritual needs of individuals. Thus, African American Spiritual Churches are 
concerned with the multidimensional nature of an individual. Spiritual, 
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psychical, physical, and social dimensions represent constituent parts of this 
nature. Throughout each chapter, this book has demonstrated the diverse ways 
that leaders of New Orleans’ Spiritual Churches have engaged the socio-
political and spiritual realities of their parishioners and community members 
at large. Some Spiritual leaders met socio-political needs through the 
implementation of economic plans that provided individuals with 
opportunities to earn money as well as through the establishment of social 
programs designed to provide shelter, financial resources, and educational 
advancement. Other church leaders applied curative measures to restore 
spiritual, mental, social, and physical fractures back to states of wholeness. 
Although the methods used by Spiritual people vary, each approach provides 
individuals with outlets to engage their social and spiritual realities. Many 
African Americans living in New Orleans who continue to be ostracized 
because of their race, gender, and class turn to Spiritual Churches as a source 
of empowerment, resistance, solace, and guidance. 
In this way, African American Spiritual Churches display a model of 
activism characterized by a symbiotic relationship between socio-political 
activism and spiritual transformation. Political activism in Spiritual Churches 
involves the utilization of collective action to bring about structural changes; 
however, activism is not limited to just this form. Activism in Spiritual 
Churches can also be defined as the personal and collective acts carried out to 
empower individuals who are typically disempowered by racism, sexism, 
classism, ageism, or even, religious orientation. What these churches offer is 
a different view of socio-political activism: one whose focus may not 
explicitly engage structure but serve as outlets of empowerment designed to 
transform the social and spiritual lives of individuals. An important question 
arises in a consideration of Spiritual Churches’ approach to activism: have the 
political implications of other traditions outside of the African American 
religious studies’ canon been overlooked because of how socio-political 
activism has been defined in the field? Spiritual Churches offer a more robust 
way to think about political activism. More importantly, the interlacing of their 
political efforts with that of spirit restoration results in the creation of a 
politico-spiritual model initiated in the 1920s but still just as viable in the 
opening decades of the twenty-first century. While this model finds expression 
in Spiritual Churches, it can be found in the core of African American 
religion’s response to social inequalities. 
Ultimately, this book’s identification and analysis of the inner-workings of 
this innate politico-spiritual approach offers two core contributions to African 
American religious studies. First, attention to this symbiotic model provides 
researchers with an interpretative lens through which to view the social justice 
activities of African American religious traditions in general and African 
American churches in particular. This more nuanced view of African 
American religion’s response to social inequalities challenges the ways that 
traditions have been categorized as either politically or spiritually oriented. 
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Second, utilizing Spiritual Churches as a means to discuss the politico-
spiritual model further diversifies the African American religious studies 
landscape. African American Spiritual Churches, a tradition yet to receive 
considerable attention in the field, may encourage scholars to move beyond 
“canon” traditions in their thinking about African American religiosity. This 
move is sure to give voice to a variety of traditions that have been subjected 
to, either consciously or unconsciously, silence. 
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